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Abstract 
Every year, according to the Center for Disease Control, an average of 2.3 million couples wed 
in the United States, while nearly 900,000 divorces occur. One fourth of couples marry outside 
of a church. Though most ceremonies take place in a church building, the church’s presence is 
small. An opportunity exists to reach receptive engaged couples and provide needed counseling 
services to those marrying outside of the church. Premarital counseling reduces the risk of 
divorce approximately 30 percent. To impact marriages and see growth, the church must take a 
proactive and evangelistic role in providing premarital counseling and weddings services for 
unchurched engaged couples. Quantitative Research will analyze national marital, counseling, 
and divorce statistics. Qualitatively, the author will interview thirty-eight former clients who 
have received premarital counseling. This research also surveys a cross-section of thirty-eight 
ministers about their practices, policies, and beliefs concerning weddings and premarital 
counseling. It generates an evangelistic program for reaching unchurched, pre-married couples as 
a practical outcome. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Foundations 
There is no more lovely, friendly and charming relationship, 
communion or company than a good marriage.  
--Martin Luther, Table Talk 
This relationship should be the goal of every marriage. It should be the goal of every 
pastor to help couples get to this place. To take two human beings to a place of becoming one is 
a tremendous process. This project is a comparative analysis of pastors and recently married 
couples. It is designed to describe the attitudes and practices of ministers and engaged couples 
leading up to their weddings. The problem is two-fold. Divorce continues to be on the rise, while 
at the same time, church attendance and involvement are sinking. The project will show the 
benefits of evangelistic efforts with couples in premarital counseling and wedding services. 
Methods and strategies will be employed to allow ministers to bring marriage evangelism to the 
forefront of their church’s focus. 
Statement of the Problem 
 
The state of marriage in our culture inextricably links to the issues facing the church. 
Churches benefit when they have strong families. Prophetically, Morris stated nearly 6o years 
ago, that “the Church, like the State, is dependent upon the family as an integral part of its 
structure.”1 While healthy families are not the only focus of the church, they are an important 
part. Our problem looks first at the state of marriage and the state of the church. 
State of Marriage 
Marriage is vital. It is important to families and culture, but most of all it is important to 
God. The biblical narrative begins with a wedding (Gen 1:27-28; 2:22-25) as does Jesus’ public 
                                                                
1 J. Kenneth Morris, Premarital Counseling: a Manual for Ministers (Englewood Cliffs, N.J: Prentice-Hall, 
1960), 3. 
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ministry (John 2:1-11). And the Bible ends with a wedding (Rev 19:6-10). If it is important to 
God, it should be important to pastors and the church. While there is research to suggest that the 
divorce rate is plateauing,2 the rate is still troubling. In 2016, the marriage rate was 6.8 per 1000 
total population while the divorce rate was 3.4 per 1000 total population.3 
Divorce and remarriage are commonplace in our culture. Stahmann observes that in the 
United States, “for every hundred weddings, fifty-four are first marriages for both partners and 
forty-six are marriages in which at least one partner was married previously.”4 This statistic is an 
incredible change from 1970, where 69% of all marriages were first marriages. In a more recent 
study, Doss, et al. find that with “approximately one-fifth of all marriages are distressed at any 
one time and over 40% of all new marriages eventually end in divorce, the impact of failing 
marriages is difficult to overstate. With this high distress rate, the troubling flip side is that so 
few couples have sought help. Nationally, 37% of divorcing couples seek counseling, and only 
19% of married couples seek help.”5 There is an incredible need that can be addressed by the 
church. 
Divorce is such a difficult issue because it affects every facet of a person’s being. It is a 
tsunami on the complete personhood and the entire family structure. It affects emotions, 
finances, mental state, everything. Usually, divorce is the result of a long process. Years of stress 
                                                                
2 Cameron Lee notes, “A half century ago, divorces skyrocketed, and reached their peak in the early 1980s. 
But since then, the divorce rate has been gradually tailing off.”  Cameron Lee, Preparing Couples For Love and 
Marriage: A Pastor's Resource (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2013), 5. 
3 “Faststats". 2016, Cdc.Gov. accessed November 15, 2015. http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/marriage-
divorce.htm. 
4 R. F. Stahmann and W. J. Hiebert, Premarital and Remarital Counseling: The Professional's Handbook 
(San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1997), 3.  
5 Brian D. Doss; Galena K Rhoades; Scott M. Stanley; Hoawrd J. Markman, "Marital Therapy, Retreats, 
and Books: The Who, What, When, and Why of Relationship Help-Seeking," Journal of Marriage and Family 35, 
no. 1 (January 2009 2009): 18.  
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and pressure build up. There can be frustration, pain, jealousy, resentment, anger, pride and mind 
games, all of which result in fatigue, lack of focus, depression, anxiety, and can even show up in 
physical ailments.6  It is one of the largest factors that contributes to marital & family counseling 
issues. It brings financial loss, shortens life expectancy, and damages the relationships with 
children and extended family. The church needs to prevent and offer a cure this malady. This 
study will show how the church impacts marital success and how that impact can be enhanced.  
State of the Church 
The church is shrinking. Stetzer and Dodson estimate that “340,000 churches are in need 
of church revitalization.”7 Many churches are not replacing older congregants with young 
families. The churches that are feeling the effects of divorce suffer due to the consequences of 
divorce on the congregation. “So far as the Church is concerned, there is no substitute for healthy 
marriages. Many defections from the Church’s standards of behavior come out of “sick 
marriages.”8 If a church is not adding new families or has a significant number of broken 
families, the potential for growth and to positively influence the community is diminished. These 
eventually lead to church stagnation or even closure. Why? Stetzer and Dodson continue, “most 
churches will not make the adjustments and changes necessary to move from stagnation and 
                                                                
6 Jen Abbas, Generation Ex: Adult Children of Divorce and the Healing of Our Pain (Little Rock, AR: 
FamliyLife Publishing, 2006), 1. Abbas writes personally about the effects of divorce on her life, “Divorce is like a 
trembling earthquake. The world shakes, rumbling with rage, and all the anger, guilt, and frustrations that have been 
festering for so long below the surface suddenly spew upward in an inferno of hate or apathy… at times the earth 
calms and you think the turmoil is over, settled, stable, but then the cycle begins again, repeating, repeating, 
repeating, you are weary, you want to rest, and that is when you realize the shaking has stopped, but there is an eerie 
feeling lurking in the air. You are hesitant to believe anything anymore. You are so tired after struggling for so long 
and so you rest on the one last solid patch of land only to watch it split in two. Two separate distinct parts that will 
never come together again. Each new patch supports part of you and as you watch, they pull away.” 
7 Ed Stetzer and Mike Dodson, Comeback Churches: How 300 Churches Turned Around and Yours Can 
Too (Nashville, TN: B & H Publishing Group, 2007), 18. 
8 Morris, 3.  
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decline to revitalization and growth.”9 Making these adjustments or putting effort into making 
changes is hard. Stetzer and Dodson affirm this, “Revitalizing a church is not easy. If it were, 70 
to 80 percent of North American churches would not be stagnant or declining, and 3,500 to 4,000 
U.S. churches would not close each year.”10 
One of the ways the church is missing the mark is neglecting engaged couples at an 
important window in their journey of faith. The church needs to be more evangelistic in its 
approach, and it needs to use the tools of premarital counseling. Ironically, this project will also 
show that premarital counseling is often successfully performed in the context of the church. The 
church needs the couples, and the couples need the church. 
Terminology 
Marriage - A spiritual, psychological, physical and social union between one man and one 
woman that is ordained by God and recognized by the presiding government as a legal entity. 
Senior Pastor- An ordained minister holding a position of leadership who is primarily 
responsible for Pastoral Ministries which encapsulates pastoral care and counseling in a local 
church or network of churches. 
Pastoral Counseling- is performed by a pastor in the context of ministry within a Christian 
church.11  Pastoral Counseling goes hand in hand with other duties of the pastoral role including 
                                                                
9 Stetzer and Dodson, 18.  
10 Ibid., 19. 
11 Jay E. Adams, Shepherding God's Flock : A Handbook on Pastoral Ministry, Counseling, and Leadership, The 
Jay Adams Library (Grand Rapids, MI: Ministry Resources Library, 1986), 14. Adams suggests that “pastoral 
counseling is a special, not separate, area of pastoral activity, indeed it is close to the heart of shepherding. It 
involves the extension of help to wandering, torn, defeated, dispirited sheep who need the restoring mentioned in 
Psalm 23:3. Restoration has means refreshment. It constitutes the work of putting new life into one by convicting 
and changing, encouraging and strengthening, after trial, defeat, failure and/or discouragement.” 
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administration, preaching and evangelism.12  The pastoral counselor marries counseling and 
theology13 to provide “soul-care,” or a totality of personhood including the physical, spiritual, 
psychological and relational dynamics of a person or couple.  The pastoral counselor uses the 
best practices and theories of professional counseling, but looks through the lens of a biblical 
worldview.  
Premarital Education- An educational, counseling and relationship-building process designed 
to prepare engaged couples for marriage. The process identifies risk factors for conflict or 
divorce and aids in their reduction. It maps out strategies for success and promotes marital 
satisfaction and purpose. In terms of pastoral counseling, premarital education is framed from a 
biblical worldview understanding God and the author and designer of marriage. Success, 
conflict, satisfaction and purpose comes from this foundational understanding. 
Officiant (Officiate)- A clergy member or civil authority who presides over a religious or civil 
wedding ceremony. 
Evangelism- The spreading or delivery of the good news of Jesus Christ. An intentional action 
carried out by believers to reach out to those who need to hear this news.  
                                                                
12 Benner notes, “Counseling that is done by pastors must fit within this context of soul-care ministries. 
This means it will differ in important ways from generic Christian counseling, that is, counseling offered by 
Christians who are not explicitly identified with a pastoral role.” David G Benner, Strategic Pastoral Counseling: A 
Short-Term Structured Model (Ada, MI: Baker Academic, 2003), 14. 
13 For the Pastoral Counselor, Clinton and Ohlschlager suggest “Psychology and theology are not 
devalued… rather they are balanced with an appropriate concern for the place of Christian spirituality and the 
presence of God in the process of counseling.” Timothy E. Clinton and George W. Ohlschlager, Competent 
Christian Counseling (Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook Press, 2002), xvi.  Benner suggests that “Pastoral 
Counseling can be distinctively pastoral and psychologically informed. This occurs when it takes its identity from 
the rich tradition of Christian soul care and integrates appropriate insights of modern therapeutic psychology in a 
manner that protects both the integrity of the pastoral role and the unique resources of Christian ministry.” Benner, 
14. 
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Unchurched- George Barna defines as, “a person who has not attended a Christian church 
service at any time during the past six months, other than for a special event, such as a wedding 
or funeral.”14  
Statement of Limitations 
 
This project seeks to help the church walk alongside a marriage at every stage; and while 
the findings will hopefully do some of that, there are limits to the project. This project will not 
look at second marriages or remarriages. While some of the research does not differentiate, the 
focus will be on first marriages. This project is only focusing on weddings and marriages within 
the United States. It excludes weddings and marriages within other faiths.  This project assumes 
the biblical model of marriage is between a man and a woman.   
Theoretical Basis 
 
The national culture is suffering from the effects of divorce. This suffering occurs both in the 
church and outside of the church. There is a cultural recognition that the divorce rate is bad and 
that marital conflict affects all participants in a negative fashion. With this recognition, there is 
also a rise in interest concerning healthy marriage and marriage education. Barlow calls on the 
church to step forward in the conversation. She feels, “the church has a responsibility to help 
prevent the increasing number of divorces.”15 While the interest is there, the church needs to act 
by giving people practical solutions that work. Premarital counseling works when it is done well. 
Beach et al. note that over forty states have started community and individual based marriage 
                                                                
14 George Barna, Grow Your Church from the Outside In: Understanding the Unchurched and How to 
Reach Them (Gospel Light Publications, 2002), 23. 
15 Jennifer L Barlow, "A New Model For Premarital Counseling Within the Church," Pastoral Psychology 
48, no. 1 (1999): 3.  
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movements to combat divorce, parenting, and abuse issues. While there is certainly high interest, 
the effectiveness of counseling is always an issue.16 This project will also detail how state-run 
programs have produced poor results.  
More couples need to utilize premarital counseling. With secular tools proving to be 
ineffective, the project will show that clergy and church involvement is the most effective 
approach. This study will show that religious participation, specifically biblical belief, reduces 
the chance of infidelity and increases marital happiness and satisfaction. Current research and the 
results of this study will show that marriages that begin in a church or a religious context have 
more gravitas than a courthouse or other type of ceremony.17 The official nature that the church 
brings is important. If churches adopt an evangelistic approach to weddings, it would benefit 
their churches, as well as strengthen the culture in which they exist. Nationally 75% of marriages 
begin in a church or religious environment, making the church a logical launch pad for effective 
premarital counseling.18 This is a season in people’s lives where they are drawn to churches 
naturally. If this is the case, the church needs to be prepared and willing to reach these couples. 
The pastor or church should not simply be a servant of the state, meaning they will just perform 
any wedding.  The pastor is a servant of Christ first.  This project will lay out an approach to 
keep evangelism and standards balanced. 
                                                                
16 They continue, “Several reviews of the efficacy of specific programs have appeared over the course of 
the decade, with all agreeing, to varying degrees, that so-called skill based marital education programs tend to 
produce a positive, albeit modest, effect on relationship quality and marital communication, providing a foundation 
for marriage education efforts but also leaving substantial room for enhanced outcomes.” Frank D. Fincham and 
Steven R. H. Beach, "Marriage in the New Millennium: A Decade in Review," Journal of Marriage and Family 72, 
no. 3 (2010). See also Joe D Wilmoth et al., "Influence of a Statewide Marriage Initiative on Clergy Involvement in 
Marriage Preparation," Marriage & Family Review 46, no. 4 (2010): 278-99. 
17 See Fincham and Beach,  640-41. 
18 “With roughly 75% of first marriages occurring with a connection to a religious organization, religious 
leaders are a logical point of action for broad-based, premarital prevention efforts.” Scott M Stanley et al., 
"Community‐Based Premarital Prevention: Clergy and Lay Leaders on the Front Lines," Family Relations 50, no. 1 
(2001).  
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Beyond simply performing premarital counseling, the drive for pastors and churches 
should be about evangelism. The true heartbeat of evangelism extends from the great 
commission. In Matthew 28:19-20,19 Jesus tells his disciples, “Therefore go and make disciples 
of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and 
teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely, I am with you always, to 
the very end of the age.” The idea expressed by Jesus is to go and make disciples, not wait until 
they conform to our standards.  
Statement of Methodology 
Summary of chapters:  
Chapter 1 is the Introduction which summarizes the state of the church and the state of 
marriage. The theoretical basis addresses both problems. The limitations of this study and 
assumptions help focus our direction. The remainder of the introduction builds a foundation with 
a review of the literature and biblical foundations. It includes a recounting of the personal 
journey of the researcher, his ministry, and passion for couples. From this journey flows a 
biblical theology of change, especially as it pertains to marriage. 
Chapter 2 discusses the current state of marriage and divorce. There will be a brief 
overview of premarital counseling including a history of clergy involvement. This chapter will 
also look at the issues facing pre-married couples and how the church has intersected with these 
issues to date. Quantitative research will analyze national marital, counseling, and divorce 
statistics. The researcher will be focusing in on two areas: 1) Marriages that occur in the church 
and outside of the church, and 2) Marriages that include premarital counseling and marriages that 
                                                                
19 Unless otherwise noted, all biblical passages referenced are in the Holy Bible, New International Version 
(International Bible Society, 1984). 
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do not. The argument will be that a marriage outside of the church without premarital counseling 
has the highest risk for divorce and should be the target of new evangelistic efforts.  
Chapter 3 is the survey research chapter. Vyhmeister suggests, “Research is the search 
for truth—for God is truth—whether it be historical, scientific, or theological.” 20 It covers a 
qualitative survey of a cross-section of thirty-eight pastors and ministers about their practices, 
policies, and beliefs concerning weddings and premarital counseling. The researcher interviews 
thirty-eight former couples who have received premarital counseling. Most of these couples were 
not churched before engaging in premarital counseling. Their honest reflections provide insights 
into what couples outside of the church are seeking.  
Chapter 4 develops an evangelistic approach for churches that desire to reach pre-married 
couples. It examines the example of Journey churches that walk with people through a process of 
discipleship. The researcher provides the steps that will lead churches to provide a better 
ministry and relationship experience for pre-married couples. It concludes the study and 
reanalyzes the thesis. The church is shrinking, and the institute of marriage is suffering. The 
pastor and the local church, based on this study, will understand the charge to seek out the 
couples in their community that are in need. 
Research Assumptions 
There are basic assumptions made in this research.  
1. The researcher assumes that marriage is an institution that is valuable to individuals, 
families, the church, and society.  
2. Evangelism is an important task and important to churches. 
                                                                
20 Nancy J. Vyhmeister, Quality Research Papers for Students of Religion and Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 2. Vyhmeister continues, “We research, in search of all truth, humbly using our God-
given minds to accomplish the search.” 3. 
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3. The working assumption is that both premarital and marital counseling decreases the 
divorce risk.  
4. The church is best equipped to provide this service.  
5. Couples are more open to the church at this time than possibly any other.  
 
Review of Literature 
Books reviewed 
Peter Scazzero and Warren Bird. The Emotionally Healthy Church: A Strategy for Discipleship 
That Actually Changes Lives.  
Scazerro and Bird deal with the emotional state of a church and how it affects their ability 
to minister. They explain the difference between Spiritual and Emotional Immaturity. They lay 
out seven church leadership principles that combine personal experience with the experience of 
congregants and biblical foundations. This book is relevant in recognizing that a church can only 
effectively grow or evangelize if it is healthy. Scazerro and Bird speak to the church’s readiness 
to engage couples in chapters 2 and 4 in this paper. 
R.F. Stahmann and W.J. Hiebert. Premarital and Remarital Counseling: The Professional's 
Handbook.  
Stahmann and Hiebert look at the state of marriage and counseling at the end of the 20th 
century. They provide a history of church counseling in Chapter 2 in this paper. They stress the 
need for the pastor to examine the readiness of the couple in Chapter 3. This book is relevant in 
dealing with the choices all clergy face in choosing to engage a couple. Stahmann and Hiebert 
explain that the tension cannot be fully resolved; this is the risk when choosing to interact with 
the world.  
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James Nathan Sells and Mark A. Yarhouse. Counseling Couples in Conflict: A Relational 
Restoration Model.  
Sells & Yarhouse deal with the issues couples face when dealing with conflict. Couples 
are trying to relieve pain, while the counselor is helping the couple manage the pain more than 
relieve it. Their work is relevant in discussing the actual process of counseling couples; teaching 
skills to the couple instead of making problems disappear. Sells and Yarhouse will shed light in 
analyzing the surveys in Chapter 3 in this paper.  
Jack O. Balswick and Judith K. Balswick. The Family: A Christian Perspective on the 
Contemporary Home.  
Balswick and Balswick engage current counseling approaches on family life and where 
they intersect with scripture. They provide a more comprehensive Christian perspective on 
marriage and family therapy; they are not simply citing scripture or creating a theological 
system. They allow the Christian counselor to create a practical theological template. While their 
work covers the entirety of the family cycle from dating to the death of an elderly family 
member, its relevance to this project comes from their ideas on dating, engagement and 
understanding the truths and pitfalls of the mating process. This material helps build a biblical 
foundation in Chapter 1 of this paper.  
Brian H. Childs. Short-Term Pastoral Counseling: A Guide.  
Childs thoroughly introduces pastoral counseling. The primary relevance of Childs’ work 
is his thoughts on urgency and time constraints in counseling. While the counselor would value a 
limitless amount of time, the reality of life is different. Although each situation is different, the 
proactive approach requires prompt action. The couple may not give the counselor many 
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sessions, and the pastoral counselor may have time constraints as well. Childs helps deal with 
issues of priority and urgency in the approach to the couple in Chapter 2. 
Freeman, David S. Family Therapy with Couples: The Family-of-Origin Approach.  
Freeman provides a sense of focus for the pastoral counselor. It is not the goal of the 
counselor to remove conflict. Conflict often propels the individual or the couple to 
accomplishment. Unfortunately, people enter the counseling situation with the belief that if the 
conflict is solved, or if the other person changes, then all will be well. The relevance is for 
pastors to understand their proper roles in premarital counseling. Freeman will help discuss the 
management of problems in the lives of couples, not the elimination of them in Chapter 2 of this 
paper. 
Lee, Cameron. Preparing Couples for Love and Marriage: A Pastor's Resource.  
Lee offers one of the few resources designed to help pastors minister to Christian and non-
Christian couples. He urges pastors to prepare instead of reacting to the requests of couples. The 
call on the pastor to help the couple prepare, wherever they are on their journey. This book is 
relevant to pastors in calling them to analyze their philosophy of marriage as well as that of the 
church. Lee guides his readers on building a model of evangelism in Chapter 4 and discusses 
ministry to both churched and non-churched couples in Chapter 3 of this paper. 
Keller, Timothy J. Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City. 
Understanding culture and context are crucial for the evangelistic minister or the church.  
Keller’s main thrust is the engagement of culture with the Gospel. He seeks a balance between 
being true to scripture and engaging individuals outside of the church. Keller wants appropriate 
contextualization. The relevance of this book to this research is that it recognizes the tension felt 
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by pastors when engaging a couple outside of the church. Keller helps develop an approach that 
is challenging to the church and the culture in Chapter 4 of this paper. 
Bruce Roberts Dreisbach. The Jesus Plan: Breaking through Barriers to Introduce the People 
You Know to the God You Love.  
Dreisbach discusses the relationship building process with non-Christians or pre-
Christians in Chapter 4. He explains the mindset of the current culture and what keeps people out 
of the church. Dreisbach sees competing philosophies reigning in the church. One approach puts 
evangelism at the top of the priority list; the second places it at the bottom. Dreisbach’s 
discussion on the calling of churches to raise evangelism to the highest priority influences the 
building of a more evangelistic approach to weddings and marriage ministry in this paper. 
Mark Driscoll. The Radical Reformission: Reaching Out Without Selling Out.  
 Driscoll outlines evangelism as a process or journey. Like the discipleship model of 
Jesus, evangelism needs to be built on relationships and not responses to events. The book is 
relevant in discussing how to go the distance with engaged couples. Driscoll will be used to 
describe a relationship building process with couples in Chapter 4 of this paper. 
Dave Ferguson and Jon Ferguson. Exponential: How You and Your Friends Can Start a 
Missional Church Movement. 
Dave and John Ferguson offer a treasure of information and inspiration. Their fresh 
approach to church growth and discipleship allows the church to break free of tradition and 
pushes churches to be missional movements instead of stagnant institutions. This book is 
relevant in discussing new approaches to evangelism. This material along with an interview with 
one of their staff leaders will be used to describe premarital ministry with couples who are not 
members. 
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Elmer L. Towns, Ed Stetzer, and Warren Bird. 11 Innovations in the Local Church: How Today's 
Leaders Can Learn, Discern and Move into the Future.  
 Towns et al. analyze 11 new and growing models of local church ministry. They 
summarize the history of the innovations and offer both applications and critiques of each 
approach. This study looks at their discussion of the “Decision-Journey Church” model in 
Chapter 4. The focus is on Community Christian Church and Dave Ferguson’s approach to 
evangelism and church growth. Their philosophy downplays the idea of salvation in terms of a 
decision. They would rather talk about a process-- a walk or a discipleship journey. This 
material, along with the Exponential text, applies this approach philosophically and practically to 
engaged couples in Chapter 4 of this paper. 
L. L. Townsend. Introduction to Pastoral Counseling. 
 Loren Townsend offers a primer on Pastoral Counseling. He provides a history and an 
overview of the major issues in the field and a guide for best practices. Townsend is also relevant 
in discussing Grounded Theory as an approach to research in Chapter 3. Grounded Theory is an 
approach to research focused on studying individuals in a natural context instead of a laboratory 
or unnatural observation.  
H. Norman Wright. The Premarital Counseling Handbook.  
Wright offers the common church perspective or at least the most prevalent one. He surveys pre-
marital programs and helps the minister to set goals and strategies for pre-marital counseling. 
Wright offers resources and a roadmap for pastoral counselors. Wright is relevant in explaining 
the policies that make it difficult for unchurched couples to approach the church. Wright’s 
corrective perspective is applied to explain practices to avoid in Chapter 2 of this paper. 
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Rick Richardson. Evangelism Outside the Box: New Ways to Help People Experience the Good 
News.  
Richardson challenges pastors to think about evangelism with a new perspective. His 
unique voice comes from a Reformed Mainline tradition. His approach builds on his involvement 
with the Alpha Process, which is an exploratory faith curriculum. He talks about “Pre-
Christians,” not the unchurched as well as the important role of the minister in building 
relationships that lead to conversion. Richardson helps build the new open approach to couples 
in Chapter 4 of this paper.  
Scott M. Gibson. Preaching for Special Services.  
Gibson guides ministers preparing messages for special occasions, most specifically for 
weddings. He describes how to approach the sermon, and the relationship the minister must have 
with the couple. The sermon comes out of the relationship. Gibson is relevant in dealing with 
these special preaching moments, the relationship with the couple and the goals for the event. 
This material will discuss the theological and relational dynamics behind the sermon in Chapter 
4 of this paper. 
David W. Henderson. Culture Shift: Communicating God's Truth to Our Changing World.  
Henderson addresses the changing culture and the church’s struggle to keep a foothold. 
He calls on the church to regain relevance. If the church lacks relevance, if the church appears 
worthy or without merit, then it will be hard to maintain a place in the conversation. This book is 
important in building a framework for a new evangelistic approach. Henderson discusses John 2 
and a new approach to evangelism. 
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George Barna. Grow Your Church from the Outside In: Understanding the Unchurched and How 
to Reach Them.  
This is the standard work for church leaders trying to reach the unchurched. He explains 
the unchurched, their context and thinking; but he also helps the local church develop solid 
approaches to reaching the unchurched. Barna is helpful in Chapter 4 when discussing the 
unchurched and the development of an evangelistic approach to reaching couples. 
J. Kenneth Morris. Premarital Counseling: A Manual for Ministers.  
Kenneth Morris provides a classical view that still shows wisdom. He offers guidance 
that is still timely, and looking at his comments through the lens of experience; he is even 
prophetic at times. Morris defines premarital counseling and advises the minister through each 
stage of the counseling process. Morris is relevant in providing strong time-tested definitions and 
charges to the minister. This book will be used to discuss the state of marriage and the 
importance of strong families in Chapter 2 of this paper. 
Ed Stetzer and Mike Dodson. Comeback Churches: How 300 Churches Turned Around and 
Yours Can Too.  
Stetzer and Dodson discuss the stark reality facing most churches in North America 
today. Many are stagnant or in decline. The authors lay out various models for planning a 
successful comeback. This book is relevant in discussing the current state of the church and how 
to rebuild evangelistically. This book will be used to discuss rebuilding evangelistic fire, 
especially in churches that have slowed down in Chapter 4. 
John Eldredge and Stasi Eldredge. Love and War: Finding the Marriage You've Dreamed of.  
John and Stasi Eldredge provide a resource for couples who are struggling in 
relationships, and for the churches attempting to minister to them. This book is relevant in 
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helping understand the true importance that marriage holds in the universal biblical story of 
humanity and redemption. This book will be used to discuss the marriage metaphor in scripture, 
especially in Genesis and Revelation in the introduction and conclusion. 
Dissertations/ Thesis Projects reviewed 
Tabitha Renee Staier. Community Marriage Initiatives and Clergy: The Impact of Support and 
Involvement on Clergy's Premarital Education Practices.  
Staier’s dissertation looks at community marriage initiatives and clergy. Most clergy had 
a level of disconnect from national or community efforts and rarely used the resources or 
programs associated with them. While there are a movement and desire, the church is moving on 
a separate track. Staier is relevant because there is a chasm between community or state 
programs concerning marriage. Most clergy do not participate, and for those that do, the 
information usually does not transfer to the couples. The clergy often function in an isolated 
capacity. Staier’s work is useful in the development of the proper training and resources for 
clergy in Chapter 2 of this paper.  
Stephen G. Hilby. Becoming a Missional Church in an Attractional World: A Strategy for 
Reaching Unchurched People through the South Tracy Community Church.  
Hilby wants to move away from an attractional model to a missional model in the hopes 
of reaching the community. The key word is “Relationship.” He stresses that the foundations of 
evangelism are relationships and taking evangelism out of the building. Hilby’s dissertation is 
relevant in a global sense in identifying missional evangelistic concepts. The church cannot wait 
for people to come to them. Hilby contributes to the discussion on how the missional relationship 
building process is an important key to reaching engaged couples in Chapter 4 of this paper.  
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John Kevin Coffee. An Analysis of Attitudes and Practices of Southern Baptist Pastors toward 
Premarital Education 
Coffee discusses Southern Baptist attitudes and practices of premarital education. Trained 
clergy and good premarital programs are necessary to be effective. Coffee found that while 
Southern Baptist pastors do value premarital education, more training is needed. This dissertation 
is relevant in showing how premarital programs can be effective. Coffee furthers the argument 
that if the church preaches on fidelity and the importance of family, then the church needs to be 
actively engaged in providing this service to couples. Coffee aids in analyzing the surveys 
conducted with couples in Chapter 4 of this paper. 
Joe Dwayne Wilmoth. Involvement of Oklahoma Clergy in Providing Marriage Preparation. 
Wilmoth surveys clergy and their policies concerning sexual activity and cohabitation.  
Churches must maintain their beliefs and integrity. This article deals with the main struggle. 
Most non-church, non-believing couples live together before marriage. This dissertation is 
relevant in reaching engaged couples not connected to the church and not living a biblical 
lifestyle. Wilmoth helps bridge the tension between church integrity and evangelism; being 
invitational without accommodation in Chapter 2 of this paper. 
Mark Richard Brown. By This They Will Know: Discipleship Principles to Transform the 
Church. 
Mark Brown discusses the issue of discipleship. Before he builds a model for pastors to 
follow, he provides a solid overview of the state of the church and describes both the unchurched 
and the de-churched populations. This thesis project is relevant in helping paint a clear picture of 
the current culture. This project provides a useful overview of the prevailing culture and builds a 
case for reaching the culture in Chapter 3 of this paper. 
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Bridgelal M. Seenath. Cohabitational Relationships: Toward a Biblical Response  
Bridgelal Seenath addresses the topic that usually causes the church to shy away from 
couples. For churches, the cohabitational lifestyle is wrong, and nothing more needs to be said. 
Seenath knows this is not as simple as it seems. Not only does he address the topic, but discusses 
it across cultural lines and allows the Gospel to address God’s view for the family on a global 
level. Seenath is relevant in discussing the culture’s view on marriage vs. cohabitation. This 
material discusses cohabitating couples who approach the minister or the church in Chapter 2. 
John Paul Marks. Christian Premarital Training in the Local Church Setting: A Study of the 
Effectiveness of the SYMBIS Model in Reducing Divorce and Producing Stable and Satisfying 
Marital Relationships. 
Marks studies the effectiveness of the Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts (SYMBIS)21 
program. He follows the implementation and effective use of SYMBIS to minister to engaged 
couples in a local church setting. Marks is relevant in providing insight on the effective use of 
this program with pre-marriage couples in a local church setting. This project will be used to 
help design an evangelistic model in Chapter 4. 
Commentaries reviewed 
Robert Alter. Genesis. 
Robert Alter’s Commentary on Genesis has a strong focus on linguistics and literary 
criticism. This is useful in the discussion on the origins of marriage in the book of Genesis. It 
will be particularly helpful in translating key terms from the Garden of Eden Narrative. 
 
                                                                
21 Les Parrott and Leslie L. Parrott, Saving Your Marriage Before it Starts: Seven Questions to Ask Before--
And After-- You Marry (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondevan, 2006). 
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F. F. Bruce. The Gospel of John. 
F. F. Bruce work is an academic standard for understanding the Johannine gospel. 
Bruce’s Commentary is used to discuss John 2 and the Wedding of Cana narrative. How Jesus 
approaches people especially in the Wedding of Cana pericope is crucial to the whole approach 
of Chapter 4 of this paper. 
F. F. Bruce The Hard Sayings of Jesus.  
F.F. Bruce provides guidance in interpreting the sometimes difficult or challenging 
teachings of Jesus. Bruce’s Commentary is used to discuss Jesus’ view of divorce in Matthew 
18. Gaining a true New Testament understanding of Jesus’ view on marriage, divorce and 
dealing with people will be helpful in building a case for the church to understand their role in 
people’s marriages. 
Timothy Keller. Encounters with Jesus: Unexpected Answers to Life's Biggest Questions.  
Keller mixes pastoral care and scholastic commentary to use Jesus’ interactions with 
people as models for ministry. Keller’s book is used to discuss John 2 and the Wedding of Cana 
narrative. It is relevant to building a model for ministry today. 
Andreas J. Köstenberger. John. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. 
Köstenberger’s Commentary is a heavily academic commentary and translation of the 
Gospel of John. Köstenberger is used to discuss John 2 and the Wedding of Cana narrative. He is 
also referenced in discussing John 4 and the Woman at the Well passage. 
J. Ramsey Michaels and W. Ward Gasque. John. New International Biblical Commentary. 
Michaels and Gasque provide a new translation, technical linguistic discussion, and in-
depth commentary. They help discuss John 2 and the Wedding of Cana narrative. They also 
provide insight to John 4 and the Woman at the Well passage. 
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Charles H. Talbert. Matthew. Paideia.  
Talbert’s commentary on Matthew focuses on the meaning of each passage in context 
and the theological concerns. It is a strong guide in offering practical or pastoral application of 
the Gospel of Matthew. Talbert’s commentary is used to discuss Jesus’ view of divorce in 
Matthew 18. This passage is crucial to understanding Jesus’ theology and teaching on marriage. 
Journal articles reviewed 
David C Atkins and Deborah E Kessel. "Religiousness and Infidelity: Attendance, but Not Faith 
and Prayer, Predict Marital Fidelity." Journal of Marriage and Family. 
Atkins and Kessel deal with spirituality in the marriage, specifically church attendance. 
Their research suggests that attendance at religious services can predict a higher rate of fidelity 
and marital happiness. This source is relevant in evangelism to couples with the simple goal of 
getting couples to attend. This material helps set evangelistic goals in Chapter 2. 
Joe D. Wilmoth and Samantha Smyser. "A National Survey of Marriage Preparation Provided by 
Clergy." Journal of Couple & Relationship Therapy. 
Wilmoth and Smyser’s National Survey of Clergy finds that clergy have a unique 
position of carrying the bulk of the counseling load in this country, and also the indication that 
there is a clear need for more. Their research deals with premarital sex and cohabitation. They 
also discuss policies for dealing with abstinence/ cohabitation in pre-married couples. Wilmoth 
and Smyser are relevant in discussing that clergy have a choice to either turn them away at the 
door or work with the cohabitating couple, recognizing this couple is at a higher risk of divorce. 
This article builds the case that the church needs to engage these couples instead of drawing a 
line in the sand in Chapter 2.  
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Frank D. Beach and Fincham, Steven R. H. "Marriage in the New Millennium: A Decade in 
Review." Journal of Marriage and Family. 
Beach & Fincham review the major research on marriage between 2000 and 2010, noting 
the incredible increase in interest and studies primarily. As already mentioned, there is a national 
cultural recognition that the divorce rate is bad and that marital conflict affects all participants in 
a negative fashion. A minority of couples use marriage preparation tools; even though these tools 
have proven to be effective. This article is relevant in that it shows that spirituality, religious 
participation, and specifically biblical belief reduce the chances of infidelity. They also find that 
church attendance has a direct correlation to happiness. This article will be used to stress 
evangelism to engaged couples in Chapter 2. 
Frank D. Beach, S.H. Fincham, T. R. Hurt, L. M. McNair, and S. M. Stanley. "Prayer and 
Marital Intervention: A Conceptual Framework." Journal of Social Clinical Psychology.  
Beach, Fincham, Hurt, McNair & Stanley introduce prayer to counselors as a tool. They 
want to provide a framework for counselors who are seeking to use prayer in marital 
interventions but do not know how. Since so many Americans believe in God or practice 
religion, this should not be ignored in counseling circles. Couples praying for each other can be 
transformational in their relationship. This relevant material shows that prayer is an effective tool 
in counseling, especially in dealing with marital counseling. This article shows the importance of 
using spiritual disciplines in promoting marital happiness in Chapter 2. 
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Scott M. Stanley, Howard J. Markman, Lydia M. Prado, P. Antonio Olmos‐Gallo, Laurie 
Tonelli, Michelle St. Peters, B. Douglas Leber, Michelle Bobulinski, Allan Cordova, and Sarah 
W. Whitton. "Community‐Based Premarital Prevention: Clergy and Lay Leaders on the Front 
Lines." Family Relations. 
These researchers find that the church is one of the best places to seek help in dealing 
with marital issues. But some are not effective. They look at the efficacy of religious 
organizations and how to improve them. Trained and equipped clergy can be just as effective as 
professional counselors in providing marriage counseling. If this is the case, the church needs to 
be prepared and willing to provide continued care to couples. This article is relevant in showing 
the benefits of premarital counseling as conducted by the church. This article will be used to 
describe the church’s needed involvement in the marriage process in Chapter 2 of this paper. 
Rex Johnson. "Ministry to Newlyweds - a Small Window of Great Opportunity." Christian 
Education Journal. 
Johnson recognizes the openness that surrounds the process of marriage to the idea of 
growth and change. He discusses how easily an engaged or newlywed couple can drift from the 
church. If couples are courted and welcomed during the time they are engaged, then they are 
more likely to complete the transition into the church after the wedding. Couples rarely begin 
attending church after a wedding if they have not been wooed by the church. This article is 
relevant in speaking to the unique mindset of engaged couples. This article shows how important 
it is to reach couples during this time frame in Chapter 2 and how to assimilate couples into 
church life in Chapter 4 of this paper. 
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Jennifer L. Barlow. "A New Model for Premarital Counseling Within the Church." Pastoral 
Psychology. 
Barlow notices that the divorce rate within the church is higher than the general 
population. She finds that many churches are failing on the front end to provide good premarital 
counseling. This failure results in the church spending more time in repairing broken 
relationships, rather than feeding, supporting, or preparing healthy marriages. Balancing between 
the focus on ceremony preparation and marriage preparation is crucial. This article will be used 
to refocus the church from repairing broken marriages to creating healthy ones from the 
beginning. This article is relevant to calling pastors to engage with these couples in Chapter 2. 
Barlow will also inform the discussions of the survey results in Chapter 3 of this paper.  
Diana R. Garland, Terry A. Wolfer, and Dennis R. Myers. "How 35 Congregations Launched 
and Sustained Community Ministries." Social Work & Christianity. 
Garland, Wolfer & Myers look at the concept of community ministries and how they 
thrive within congregations. They studied thirty-five Christian congregations from all over the 
country who were known for their participation in community ministry. The study is relevant in 
showing how an intentional church can effectively impact couples and families. This article 
shows a practical application model and what is required from a church in Chapter 4 of this 
paper. 
Christian Gostecnik, Tanja Repic, and Robert Cvetek. "Redemptive Experience in Relational 
Family Therapy: A Christian Perspective." Journal of Religion and Health. 
This article deals with the deeper meanings behind relationships and ceremonies. People 
are looking for redemption, a new beginning. This is the church’s place to shine. The church can 
provide real change through salvation and the grace of Jesus Christ. It is the role of faith and 
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counseling that acts as a change agent in a couple. This article will be used in helping couples 
understand the true meaning in their relationships and point the couples to Christ. 
Biblical Foundations 
 
Wedding/ Marriage 
The Bible begins with a wedding (Gen 1:27-28; 2:22-25) and ends with a wedding (Rev 
19:6-9). Eldredge suggests, “It all begins with a couple…A marriage. A man and a woman given 
to one another at the dawn of time. The human race is about to enter into it greatest adventure 
and its greatest struggle. As God begins the wild, terrifying, and beautiful story, we are 
introduced to the hero and the heroine. And they are …married.”22 Humanity’s relationship with 
God is pictured in scripture in several ways: parent and child, shepherd and sheep; but none more 
prominently than the picture of marriage. The portrait of God as the husband to a (often 
unfaithful) spouse in Israel is a repeated theme in the Old Testament (Isa 54:5, Jer 3:20, Hos). 
This theme continues and finds redemption in the New Testament as the church is being pictured 
as a bride (2 Cor 2:11, Eph 5:31-32). Paul’s outline for the family suggests that love, respect, 
mutual submission and obedience in the family is modeled on our love, respect, and obedience to 
Christ (Eph 5:21-6:9, Col 3:18-4:1). 
The only thing more mysterious than the relationship between God and humanity is the 
merging of two human beings in the covenant of marriage. God creates humans in his image, 
“male and female he created them (Gen 1:27).” The second chapter of Genesis unpacks this 
creation and the institution of marriage. He declares about Adam, “It is not good that the man 
                                                                
22 John Eldredge and Stasi Eldredge, Love and War: Finding The Marriage You've Dreamed of (New York: 
Doubleday, 2009), 25.  
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should be alone (Gen 2:18a).” God does not intend isolation or loneliness for humanity. In the 
creation of two people, there is the idea that two become one; Gibson suggests that it is three in 
one, “Marriage involves not just two people, but three: husband, wife, and God. There exists a 
mysterious, invisible oneness in the couple: ‘The two will become one flesh’ (Eph 5:31, see also 
Gen. 2:24).”23 God is the creator and sustainer of the marital union. 
In a discussion concerning divorce in Mark 10, Jesus actually shares the original design 
and intention of marriage.  He declares:  
But at the beginning of creation God ‘made them male and female.’ ‘For this reason a 
man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become 
one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one flesh.  Therefore what God has joined 
together, let no one separate.” 
It is God that creates marriage. It is more than a legal binding relationship, rather it is a physical 
joining of two human beings.  So in discussing marriage laws, Bruce suggests:  
The marriage law must conform with the purpose for which marriage was instituted by 
God. It was instituted to create a unity of two persons, and no provision was made for the 
dissolving of that unity. Jesus does not idealise [sic] marriage. He does not say every that 
every marriage is made in heaven; he says that marriage itself is made in heaven—that is 
instituted by God.24 
  
Beyond simple loneliness, it is God that creates partnership and community. Ferguson & 
Ferguson suggest, “From the very beginning, God’s Dream was to satisfy our relational, 
emotional, and spiritual needs through community— relational oneness that we experience 
vertically with God and horizontally with other human beings. That’s what Adam and Eve 
                                                                
23 Scott M. Gibson, Preaching for Special Services (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2001), 30. 
24 F. F. Bruce, The Hard Sayings of Jesus, The Jesus library (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1983), 
58. 
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experienced—complete relational connectedness with God and with each other.”25 God creates 
Eve by saying He will make a helper26 fit for him. This union is a life-long union, becoming “one 
flesh. (Gen 2:24)” Marriage is an institution designed by God. While it points people to God, it 
does not form a salvific relationship with God as only a relationship with Christ can do this. 
The Impact of Sin 
The word for brokenness is Sin. Humanity slips into dysfunction with Adam and Eve just 
after their wedding. Genesis 3 recounts the tragic decisions of the first married couple. The 
traditional interpretation places the blame solely on Eve. Genesis 3:6-7 clearly paints a different 
picture:  
When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, 
and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to 
her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, 
and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings 
for themselves.  
Both Adam and Eve were present as a couple, and both were to blame. Ferguson & Ferguson 
continue, “When Adam and Eve sinned, their oneness with God and with each other was lost, 
and our experience of a healthy community came to a screeching halt. Since that time, God has 
been relentlessly pursuing his people, giving us opportunities to return to him and experience 
that same community that Adam and Eve enjoyed in the garden.”27 God redeems the individual, 
                                                                
25 Dave Ferguson and Jon Ferguson, Exponential: How You and Your Friends Can Start a Missional 
Church Movement (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 89. 
26 There is some difficulty in translating ‘ezer kenegdo (רֶז ֵ֖ﬠ וֹֽדְּגֶנְכּ). The traditional King James has ‘help 
meet’ while others such as the ESV simply use the word ‘helper.’ Robert Alter suggests that the two words 
combined bring a deeper idea. He states, “The second term means alongside him, opposite him, a counterpart to him. 
“Help” is too weak because it suggests a merely auxiliary function, whereas ‘ezer elsewhere connotes active 
intervention on behalf of someone, especially in military contexts, as (it is often used) in Psalms.” Robert Alter, 
Genesis (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996), 9. 
27 Ferguson and Ferguson, 89. 
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but in a real sense wants to redeem marriages and families as well. Being back in the garden per 
se is to be reunited with God, but also to be reunited with each other. The restoration of humanity 
is not a lonely or solitary activity. 
God approaches Adam and Eve in the garden as the first marriage counselor. He seeks 
them out and asks them what they have done. Adam blames Eve and Eve blames the serpent. 
This first relationship needs help. The family issues extend to Cain and Abel, their first two sons. 
Cain kills Abel out of jealousy and tries to move the blame elsewhere. The biblical narrative 
begins with a dysfunctional family, who makes decisions out of fear, pain, insecurity, and 
jealousy. The story that follows in the rest of the Old and New Testament is the story of God 
trying to fix or save the concept of family.  
Relationship with Commitment  
Couples living together outside of marriage or “Cohabitation” is not a modern idea. 
Seenath suggests that the story of the Samaritan woman at the well in John chapter 4 indicates 
the existence of such relationships for centuries.28 Jesus deals with cohabitation in conversation 
with the Samaritan woman. The Apostle John tells us that Jesus, “had to go through Samaria” 
(John 4:4). But Michaels correctly points out, “The need to go through Samaria was not 
geographical but theological. There was work to be done.”29 Jesus sought out or went to the 
person in need. After meeting the woman at the well, she offers Jesus a drink of water. Jesus 
instead offers her “living water” (John 4:10). When the woman wants to hear more, Jesus directs 
                                                                
28 Bridgelal M. Seenath, “Cohabitational Relationships: Toward a Biblical Response” (Liberty Baptist 
Theological Seminary, 2012), accessed June 7, 2016, http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/doctoral/560.  
29 J. Ramsey Michaels and W. Ward Gasque, John, New International Biblical Commentary (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1989). He continues, “Samaria was a mission field ripe for harvest (v. 35), and Jesus’ 
intent was to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work (v. 34).” 69. 
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her to “Go, call your husband and come back” (John 4:16). The woman replies that she does not 
have a husband. Jesus replies, “You are right when you say you have no husband. The fact is, 
you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just 
said is quite true” (John 17b-18). The woman stumbles into another topic because Jesus has 
declared her secret. She has been in multiple marriages and is currently living with someone she 
is not married to. Rather than judge her, Jesus continues the discussion with her. He corrects 
some of her theological misunderstandings and even turns her into an evangelist. The truth she 
now understands outweighs the reality of her life experience, and it is something that must be 
shared. Seenath suggests that it is Jesus’:  
“Go and sin no more” approach seen here and later in the story woman caught in adultery 
in John chapter 8 that is key. Rather than taking a judgmental approach to those guilty of 
adultery, the church must compassionately reach them with the gospel and make all 
necessary provisions for discipleship, nurture, and spiritual growth. Further, it is 
important to note that after the Samaritan woman’s encounter with Jesus, she became a 
true worshiper and a fruitful evangelist.30  
The woman is shocked into belief. The experience of conversing with Jesus overrules any feeling 
of shame about her story coming into the light. She runs into town to share what has happened to 
her.31 She is truly an effective evangelist, as the text continues:  
Many of the Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman’s 
testimony, “He told me everything I ever did.” So when the Samaritans came to him, they 
urged him to stay with them, and he stayed two days. And because of his words many 
more became believers. They said to the woman, “We no longer believe just because of 
what you said; now we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this man really is the 
Savior of the world (John 4:39-42). 
                                                                
30 Seenath, 114. 
31 Michaels suggests, “Instead of guilt, her reaction to Jesus’ supernatural insight into her life is one of 
amazement (vv. 29, 39).” Michaels and Gasque, 71. 
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The Samaritan woman serves as a model for what can happen when believers step into 
the lives of people who are in great need. The response can be transformational. How we deal 
with and handle their story is what can have a true impact. 
Broken Marriage  
In the Old Testament, the portrait of the relationship between God and Israel is often cast 
as husband and unfaithful spouse. This infidelity is one of the most repeated and emotionally 
painful images in the Old Testament. It is not something that is forbidden; it is something God 
hates. The breaking of God’s heart is more critical than the breaking of a law.32 
The book of Exodus recounts the giving of the law to Moses. Within the Ten 
Commandments, God puts a protection around marriage with two of the commandments, “You 
shall not commit adultery” (Exod 20:14, 17b) and “You shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or 
his manservant or maidservant.” The heaviest emotional pronouncement concerning marriage is 
found in Malachi, “I hate divorce," says the LORD God of Israel” (Mal 2:16a). 
In the book of Deuteronomy, Moses deals with the issue of divorce and the grounds for 
which a divorce could be decreed.  Deuteronomy 24:1-4 reads: 
If a man marries a woman who becomes displeasing to him because he finds something 
indecent about her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce, gives it to her and sends her 
from his house, and if after she leaves his house she becomes the wife of another man, 
and her second husband dislikes her and writes her a certificate of divorce, gives it to her 
and sends her from his house, or if he dies, then her first husband, who divorced her, is 
not allowed to marry her again after she has been defiled. That would be detestable in the 
eyes of the Lord. Do not bring sin upon the land the Lord your God is giving you as an 
inheritance. 
                                                                
32 John Piper suggests, “Few things are more painful than divorce. It cuts to the depths of personhood 
unlike any other relational gash. It is emotionally more heart-wrenching than the death of a spouse. Death is usually 
clean pain. Divorce is usually unclean pain. In other words, the enormous loss of a spouse in death is compounded in 
divorce by the ugliness of sin and moral outrage at being so wronged” John Piper, This Momentary Marriage: A 
Parable of Permanence (Wheaton, Il: Crossway Books, 2009), 158. 
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In the New Testament, Jesus takes up this law in his discussion of the Pharisees.  He 
suggests this is not permission but restriction.  “It was because your hearts were hard that Moses 
wrote you this law,” Jesus replied” (Mark 10:5).  Barclay notes that Jesus may have been 
suggesting that Moses “Laid it down in order to try to control a situation which even then was 
degenerating, that in fact it was not so much an attempt to permit divorce as it was in the 
beginning an attempt to control divorce, to reduce it to some kind of law, and to make it more 
difficult.”33 
 Jesus says that divorce is only allowed in the case of infidelity and that Jewish law allows 
for divorce simply out of the hardness of heart. Thus, on a spiritual level, there is a huge burden 
that can rest on a divorced person even if it was not that person’s fault. Jesus responds to a 
theological debate in addressing the issue of divorce. Divorce was a common cultural 
occurrence.34 The common debate in the first century rose from two schools of teaching.  
Barclay suggests that the school of Shammai “interpreted the matter with utter strictness. A 
matter of indecency was adultery and adultery alone. Let a woman be bad as Jezebel, unless she 
was guilty of adultery there could be no divorce.”35 The Hillel school “interpreted that crucial 
phrase as widely as possible. They said that it could mean if the wife spoiled a dish of food, if 
she spun in the streets, if she talked to a strange man, if she spoke disrespectfully of her 
husband’s relations in his hearing, if she was a brawling woman.”36 The easier view prevailed 
                                                                
33 William Barclay, The Gospel of Mark, The Daily Study Bible series (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster 
Press, 1975), 240. 
34 “The question is not the legality of divorce. That was assumed by the Jewish culture at large. The 
question is, on what grounds is permitted?” Charles H. Talbert, Matthew, Paideia (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2010), 232.  
35 Barclay, 239. 
36 Ibid. 
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and easy divorce became commonplace.  This left many women in a very precarious and 
insecure place. 
Matthew shows Jesus earlier in the Sermon on the Mount saying, “It was also said, 
‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you that 
everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her commit 
adultery, and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (Matt 5:31-32). This was a 
step up from what little the Old Testament offers.37  Jesus is suggesting that Deuteronomy is 
trying to slow down the process. It gave the woman rights in a culture that typically ignored 
them. Moses’ instructions about divorce were redemptive in their social context. They were an 
attempt to minimize the damage of living in a fallen world.  
With that said, Jesus makes comments that move past the law in Deuteronomy. He speaks 
from a much more impassioned and emotional place, going back to the creation narrative from 
Genesis. Jesus says:  
Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and 
female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to 
his wife, and the two will become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. 
Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate (Matt 19:4-6).  
This is not a philosophical debate; it is an issue that is close to God’s heart. Jesus goes back to 
the intentions of the Father in the Garden of Eden. Jesus speaks of marriage as something God 
approves, something God creates. The marriage is a new creation, a joining of two into one. God 
created Adam and Eve, and he created marriage. He is not looking for ways to keep people 
                                                                
37 “Nowhere in the Old Testament law is there an explicit command about the divorce procedure.” Bruce, 
56. Webb notes, “Whether he liked it or not, Deuteronomy 24:1-4 moved the husband to act positively toward his 
wife. The text requires one final act by which the husband, at least in the context of the ancient culture, treated his 
wife with a certain measure of decency, consideration, and well-being.” William J. Webb, Slaves, Women & 
Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural Analysis (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 42. 
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single. He is looking for ways to keep people married.38 The biblical narrative points to 
redemption. The story begins with Adam and ends with Christ. What Adam (Humanity) messes 
up, Christ repairs.  
Evangelism 
The heart of evangelism extends from an understanding of the Great Commandment and 
the Great Commission. Jesus proclaims the Great Commandment (Matt 22:36-40) when asked 
by the Pharisees to clarify what the single most important commandment was:  
“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” Jesus replied: “‘Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is 
the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as 
yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 
The Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20) was Jesus telling his disciples how to complete their 
mission once he is gone:  
Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
to me. Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 
commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 
The idea of evangelism in the New Testament implies a mission. A mission that believers 
are charged to do. Jesus says, “As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world” 
(John 17:18).39 Jesus sets an example with His life and instructs his followers should imitate 
Him. The mission is to bring the good news of Jesus Christ to everyone. The Apostle Peter 
explains that the Lord is patient and is “not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to 
                                                                
38 The answer is not in the law, but in understanding the intention of marriage and the heart of God.  Bruce 
wonders on making these teaching a strict form for law.  He ponders, “Should these be given legislative force? It is 
better, probably, to let his words stand in their uncompromising rigour as the ideal at which his followers ought to 
aim.” Bruce, 59. 
39 see also John 20:21, Acts 20:24. 
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repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). Evangelism is having this same desire and reaching people wherever 
they are. That includes confronting and at times competing with the overwhelming culture 
people live in. The Apostle Paul’s evangelistic approach is that of seeking common ground, “To 
the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all people so that by all 
possible means I might save some” (1 Cor. 9:22). Haddon Robinson feels that “Paul is saying, “I 
will identify with anyone’s way of thinking and anyone’s way of living in order to communicate 
my message. I will do anything short of sinning to win men and women to Jesus Christ.”40 As 
believers, our desire and approach should be the same. Jesus puts the onus on believers to bring 
the Gospel to everyone. “He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the good news to all 
creation” (Mark 16:15). There is no one excluded and no pre-requisites. The followers of Jesus 
should preach to all. 
Jesus the Wedding Evangelist 
In John 2, we see the story of Jesus attending the wedding41 at Cana. This is the beginning 
of Jesus’ public ministry in John’s Gospel. The Apostle John reports this event and describes it 
as the first of Jesus’ “signs”42 pointing to his identity and crucifixion. Jesus injects himself into 
normal events and creates an impact when people are open. Jesus goes to the wedding; he does 
not wait for the wedding to come to him. 
                                                                
40 Haddon Robinson’s introduction in David W. Henderson, Culture Shift: Communicating God's Truth to 
our Changing World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1998), 9. 
41 “It is traditional to invoke Jesus’ presence at the wedding as setting the seal of his approval on the divine 
ordinance of marriage—and rightly so. There is a world of difference between his taking part in this joyful 
celebration and the attitude of those Essenes who disdained marriage.” F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1983), 37. 
42 Andreas J. Köstenberger, John, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2004). “John writes that he recorded several of Jesus’ “signs” in order to engender faith in his 
readers (20:30-31). The first one of these signs is Jesus’ turning water into wine at the wedding on Cana (2:11). 89. 
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His attendance elevated the status of the family and displayed his interest in this 
ceremony. Jesus saves the family from an embarrassing situation. Köstenberger notes, “At a 
cultural level, running out of wine was considered to be a major social faux pas, since the host 
was responsible to provide the wedding guests with wine for seven days. There may have even 
been legal obligations. It is also possible the hosts were of limited means.”43 What makes the 
miracle different is that it is simply a nice act of courtesy or hospitality. Köstenberger continues, 
“In itself, it is a curious account of a rather extravagant miracle performed not to meet a 
desperate human need but simply to avert a social disaster.”44 Jesus simply wants to make this 
event uneventful, but thus sets an example for us. Jesus does not make the wedding or the 
miracle the center of attention. He works in the background to make sure the wedding 
continues.45 Keller notes, “He was essentially a master of ceremonies, a presider. It was his job 
to call people to celebrate and to make sure the conditions for that celebration were all in place. 
Bottom line. It was his job to make the party great.”46 Similar to his approach in the story of the 
Woman at the Well (John 4:1-42), Jesus shows up in people’s lives. He approaches them at 
crucial and ordinary moments. This should be the job of the minister and the church today as 
well.  
                                                                
43 Ibid., 93. 
44 Michaels and Gasque, 46. 
45 “Jesus’ solution to the apparent quandary is to perform a miracle “Behind the scenes.” His timing is 
perfect, and the host is spared any embarrassment. By acting discreetly, Jesus avoids stealing the spotlight from the 
groom and his bride, to whom it rightfully belongs.” Köstenberger, 95. 
46 Timothy Keller, Encounters With Jesus: Unexpected Answers to Life's Biggest Questions (New York, 
NY: Dutton, 2013), 62. 
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A Journey as a Counselor / Pastor / Officiant 
This project is a culmination of life experiences for the researcher on his journey as a 
pastor. Need and circumstance have birthed the ministry passion. The experience of the 
researcher intersected with trending social directions. Steere suggests, “that as many Americans 
have become less ‘at home’ in the religious traditions that have previously provided them a 
source of spiritual power and influence, they have become increasingly ‘spiritually homeless.’”47 
A population that was open and in need confronted the researcher. 
For ten years, the researcher was a chaplain at a private preparatory school in Atlanta, 
GA. It was during this time that a religious and spiritual passion began to develop. He had the 
opportunity to do weddings within the school community. It was a unique context as the 
researcher was serving in a pastoral role, but it was not a traditional church. He was asked to 
perform some wedding ceremonies for teachers, and soon this began to extend beyond the 
school. They came to him because he was a minister. They did not have a church family, so he 
was the closest thing many of them had. Once the researcher saw this becoming a frequent 
request, he began a rigorous study and application of strong premarital counseling principles. 
Most of the people who came to him for officiant services were spiritually homeless. It was 
usually an interfaith couple, remarriage, or one person was active in faith and the other not. But 
the feeling was they did not fit cleanly into a church model. Some just went through life without 
religion; when faced with a wedding realized, “We need a minister!” 
Many pastors have this common experience. Lee describes the experience, “practically 
speaking, most of the premarital couples who come to you may do so because they need 
                                                                
47 As quoted in Len Sperry, Spirituality in Clinical Practice: Incorporating the Spiritual Dimension in 
Psychotherapy and Counseling (Philadelphia, PA: Brunner-Routledge, 2001), 5. 
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someone to officiate their wedding. You may know one or both of the partners directly, or they 
may be related to someone in your church, or they may be total strangers who picked your name 
out of a phone book. One, both, or neither may be Christians.”48 But whatever the situation, the 
pastor is being sought out and needs to have a response. How the pastor determines which 
couples to interact with and which couples to turn away will say a lot about the pastor and the 
church as a whole. 
These couples approach their church or minister at an incredibly important stage of their 
lives. Although the couple may focus on the event of the wedding day, the minister or counselor 
wants to move past the day to focus on the new chapter or beginning of their lives together. 
Walsh states, “For most religions, marriage and procreation are the most important events in the 
family life cycle. Marriage often brings religious considerations to the fore. Decisions about the 
wedding itself set the course of the couple’s relationship. Conflict may arise over whether to 
have a religious or civil ceremony.”49 The researcher developed a deep passion for couples 
entering marriage and became sensitive to helping them start well. “Spiritual direction can be 
described as the art of spiritual listening carried out in the context of a one-to-one trusting 
relationship. It involves a trained director who guides or is a companion for another person, 
listening to that person’s life story with an ear for the movement of the divine.”50 During this part 
of his life, the researcher began realizing that God cares for and seeks after everyone, not just 
those in the church. Since then the researcher has performed over 400 ceremonies. 
                                                                
  48 Lee, 108. 
49 Froma Walsh, Spiritual Resources in Family Therapy (New York, NY: Guilford Press, 2009), 10. 
50 Sperry, 9. 
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Many of the couples are talking to a minister for the first time, or in a long time. They 
feel guilty for not attending church on a regular basis, or perhaps for not doing what they should 
have regarding their faith journey. The researcher tries his best to assure them they are not in 
trouble. The message is a simple one: God loves them and misses them, and that God is not mad 
at them. The researcher does ask at the beginning of the process an incredibly important and 
revealing question: “So, why do you want a minister?” The responses usually vary from not 
being allowed to marry in their church (due to faith differences), to wanting an outside 
ceremony, to having crisis of faith issues, to not knowing exactly and that they simply feel that 
there should be a minister up in front.  
The researcher wants to know how they view their relationship with God and the church. 
Most of the time, their view of God is positive, but it resembles someone who has not called 
home to talk to Mom as often as one should. They often carry guilt, or they simply feel distant 
from God. The researcher tries to work with clients on resolving those feelings and their 
relationship with God.  
Often, they would cite a negative church experience. They saw the church do something 
bad to their family or their journey back has been met with resistance. They believe in God, but 
there is often a church issue. Then there are some who, admittedly, are simply looking for a 
vendor, and they are unsure of anything they believe. These opportunities can turn into truly 
evangelistic conversations. The researcher found that he can explain what a marriage truly is and 
the importance of the process to each couple. 
Over time, for the researcher, it became a system of networks and referrals that resulted 
in numerous people calling on him to perform their ceremonies. There was a strongly held 
conviction that they begin their marriage with a sturdy foundation. The researcher was not 
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interested in just showing up as an officiate for a ceremony. Because of this conviction, the 
researcher decided that every couple had to go through premarital counseling if they wanted him 
to perform their ceremony.  
Building a strong foundation for the marriage is where premarital counseling begins. 
Most of the researcher’s clients possess a faith background but are not currently involved in a 
church. In other words, they used to go to one. Weddings can be powerful moments. They mark 
an ending and beginning for each couple and the families from which they come. Whether it is a 
first or second marriage, it can signal an end to young adulthood, singleness, or a painful first 
marriage that dissolved. Within each couple, there is hope for a new beginning. Gostecnik et al. 
state, “We, consciously or unconsciously long for a relationship where we can experience 
happiness, satisfaction, and above all, redemption or salvation from our dreads, miseries, and 
unhappiness.”51 Most clients sought after a beautiful ceremony, but on digging deeper, they were 
also looking for redemption. They want a new beginning. They want someone to tell them that 
the choices that they have made are good ones. Sometimes, they want a problem to be solved. 
This is where the church can naturally enter the scenario. 
What the researcher also realized was that no one was talking about evangelism in the 
context of the wedding occasion. When he was not serving a church staff position, it became his 
goal to refer people to churches. During the process, the couples frequently would show a desire 
for the next step or a willingness to continue the faith journey after the wedding. As this study 
will show, there is no better time to reach out to people. During that season of their lives, 
                                                                
51 Christian Gostecnik, Tanja Repic, and Robert Cvetek, "Redemptive Experience in Relational Family 
Therapy: A Christian Perspective," Journal of Religion and Health 47, no. 3 (2008): 388. 
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engaged couples are the most open to the ideas of faith, recommitting to a belief system, or 
attending church.  
Theory of Change 
Theology and psychology should ultimately have the same goal: to bring about change. 
Theology reveals to us who God is and by default who we are. Psychology reveals who we are 
and who we are not. Ministry and counseling are the practical applications, respectively of 
theology and psychology. To construct a biblical ministry for counseling is not simply to take 
conventional psychological or counseling approaches and baptize them, but rather create a true 
conversation between the two. Balswick and Balswick call for this conversation and warn against 
“proof-texting,”52 which leads to a separation of other studies from the Christian perspective. 
Rather our approach considers “relevant biblical references and a theology that offer deeper 
meaning concrete principles of living in our complex, postmodern world.”53 It is this 
understanding that has change as a goal. 
The pastoral counselor is in the business of bringing about change. The counselee needs 
or wants (sometimes denies) change, but change is required nonetheless. In the case of the pre-
married couple, change is coming, and they must prepare for it. The message at the heart of 
pastoral counseling is “a message of unfathomable love and grace that speaks of a God who 
pursues the fallen sinner and rebellious saint to the darkest corners of our escape attempts. It is a 
story of God’s insistence and pursuit, and of his refusal to surrender us to our sins (Hosea 11:9-
11).”54 Pathology is the study of how things began or why things are the way they are. Pastoral 
                                                                
52 Jack O. Balswick and Judith K. Balswick, The Family: A Christian Perspective on the Contemporary 
Home (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 18. 
53 Ibid.  
54 Clinton and Ohlschlager, 495. 
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Counseling explains why things are the way they are through a biblical world-view: all of the 
biological, psychological, spiritual and social influences making up the issue.  At the same time 
that the pastoral counselor can explain why things are broken, they are also present in the lives of 
people as they process this broken state.    
God is a God of creation and change. Creation is constantly changing and, therefore, 
people are always changing. Through aging and seasons, the world and everything in it is 
constantly changing. Though it is God’s creation, the world is not a perfect place. In fact, the 
world is broken, including the people who live here. The root idea of therapy is changing those 
things that need change.  
Personhood 
Counseling that brings about change does no treat just the mind or the experiences of a 
person. The charge is to treat the whole person.  Benner suggests: 
Caring for souls is caring for people in ways that not only acknowledge them as persons 
but also engage and address them in the deepest and most profoundly human aspects of 
their lives. This is the reason for the priority of the spiritual and psychological aspects of 
the person’s inner world in soul care. It is these aspects of life that mark us most 
distinctively as human.”55 
 A biblical world view discusses humanity first from an anthropological standpoint 
considering “human beings and their origins, bio-psycho-social characteristics, religions, and 
cutlures”56 These foundations are seen through the lens of humanity and their relationship to 
God. Humanity is in a fallen state and the issues that plague humanity must first come which this 
understanding in mind. 
                                                                
55 Benner, 14-15. 
56 Timothy E. Clinton and Ronald E. Hawkins, The Popular Encyclopedia Of Christian Counseling 
(Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 2011), 35. 
 
 
50 
 
As previously stated, sin is the state in which humanity currently finds itself. Humanity 
was tempted by evil and fell from God’s original purpose. Day notes, “Therefore, each human 
being is in a state of sin (separateness from God) and prone not only to the temptations and 
influence of evil but to the general consequences of sin, which can include weaknesses and 
disorders of the mind, emotion, behavior, and body.”57 Sin is the current state of humanity, so 
humanity is less than what it was created or designed to be. Day continues, “In Christian 
psychology neurosis and psychopathology are…reframed as sin—both contextual sin 
(fallenness) and sinful choices.”58 It is in this sinful state that the researcher discusses marriage.  
There is a connection between mental, spiritual, and physical health. The human being is 
a soul. The Old Testament view of the soul is of “totality: one person in body and life-spirit.”59  
The New Testament has Jesus calling on his followers to, “Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind (Matt 22:37).”  Day states, “An incarnational 
psychologist, therefore, treats the soul, the totality of the unique person as created by God, not 
just the person (in a generic sense), self, mind, cognition, brain process or stimulus response. The 
therapist addresses the soul’s deepest needs and desires, which are for God.”60 At the same time 
the therapist understands the power and influence of our sinful state.  Hawkins and Jenkins 
suggest, “Only by way of the cross of Christ can sin’s influence and effects be decisively 
overcome.”61  The appeal for change comes from this understanding of personhood.  
                                                                
57 Richard B. Day, "Incarnational Christian Psychology and Psychotherapy: What Do We Believe and What 
Do We Do?," Pastoral Psychology 54, no. 6 (2006): 536. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid., 537. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Clinton and Hawkins, 37. 
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 So how do people change? Davidson notes, “In contrast to Freud, I am claiming 
unequivocally that human transformation is best understood from a biblical worldview. Beneath 
and beyond, as well as embedded within, a natural psychological scheme of reality, including the 
Judeo-Christian understanding of life, there is always present the visible and invisible interaction 
of faith and grace.”62 The basic idea concerning change is hope. People hope for things to be 
better, to change. To lose this hope is to be in a bleak place indeed. Change happens when people 
act on that hope. ‘I hope things can be different. I want things to be different.’ There is a general 
dissatisfaction within people. Things can be different. It is that understanding that draws people 
to God. People try to change things on their own, whether personally or collectively, but when 
they do not succeed, people experience frustration. True change is a spiritual change. True 
change comes from God.63 
Balswick and Balswick seek a balance in both the theological discussion and the practical 
application to the client. They draw their theological underpinnings for relationships from the 
Trinitarian theology of Miroslav Volf’s and his understanding of “perichoresis, which ‘connotes 
mutual interpenetration without coalescence or commixture.’”64 They find a theological model of 
the Trinity that both avoids mixture (enmeshment), or complete separate states (disengagement). 
This theological idea flows into an understanding of covenant and grace as the application of 
Trinitarian relationship and a model for family life. God is a God of relationships and 
                                                                
62 Charles N. Davidson Jr, "A Theory of Natural Change Revisited: Theology, Psychology, and Pastoral 
Counseling," Pastoral Psychology 47, no. 6 (1999): 433. 
63 Davidson suggests that counselors can debate over which counseling approach is best, but he states, “My 
own belief is that no one theoretical train of psychology can carry the entire load of transformational 
freight…undergirding some if not most of the multiplicity of psychological theories, and the theorists who hold 
them, is a thoroughgoing belief in the truth that the resolute forces of human nature have their own God given 
courses and purposes.” Ibid., 432. 
64 Balswick and Balswick, 19. See Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: the Church as the Image of the 
Trinity, Sacra Doctrina (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998). 
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participates in a relationship through covenant. Covenant is not just a contract, but rather is a 
living relationship of grace. Covenant is mutual involvement. It is an agreement that was started 
by God and separates the Christian understanding of God from other faiths and speaks well to 
families. Grace is a relational word. One has done wrong and needed to ask for forgiveness from 
another. But grace is not just the outcome of this transaction. It enables the transaction and exists 
even beforehand. From this understanding of grace and Covenant, flows service and intimacy, 
the key characteristics of strong marriages.  
 The major concepts here are Forgiveness, Grace, and Redemption. Every person is 
seeking these words out in some form or fashion. Gostecnik, et al. state, “The family comes to 
therapy with the purpose of finding and experiencing something new. Their lives are 
dysfunctional and, in therapy, they must, therefore, define what is wrong and find a solution that 
will give them new hope. With the help of the therapist, they will find something new and that 
their restricting and often very painful system will change.”65 Elsewhere they state, “Christ’s 
salvational grace promises and makes possible the resolution and redemption of even so difficult 
a relationship created in our earliest history because of primary relationships, even if these 
relationships were destructive and tragic.”66 So in the simplest of terms, people need God. People 
need a connection with God and a sense of forgiveness. Whether it is forgiveness from God, a 
person, or themselves, people crave this. They want a sense of grace, the idea that God likes 
them and that God favors them. Along with that grace, people want redemption, a second 
chance. People want the bad experiences in their lives to go away or turn out for good. 
                                                                
65 Gostecnik, Repic, and Cvetek,  395.  
66 Ibid., 390. 
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 So how does this happen for an individual? Change begins with submission to God, both 
in the life of the therapist and the counselee. A quick religious experience or conversation does 
not fix brokenness. It is a daily journey of growing and understanding. The counselee needs to 
know who God is and who they are. It is a recognition that God wants the same things that 
human beings want. It is a resoluteness not to let the broken condition distort those true desires. 
And it is a determination that with God’s help, humanity can overcome the brokenness or sin in 
their lives. The counselor continues to help the counselee understand and apply these principles 
in their life. 
 Similar to an individual, the couples can experience the same kind of change together. 
Gostecnik, et al. state, “Real Salvation is achieved through a process of inner purification by an 
individual, couple and the whole family on the basis of the grace of Divine intervention.”67 It is 
the role of faith and counseling that acts as a change agent in a couple. Often the couple thinks 
something will happen or change after the wedding. Because of this belief, these hard 
conversations are often pushed off until the wedding. The surprise is that the person you are 
about to marry is the same person after you marry. The researcher found that he was always 
stressing to the couple that as magical as the day is, that nothing magical happens.  
It is not the goal of the counselor to make magical changes but to provide real tools for 
hopeful change. As stated above, it is faith that brings hope. Hebrews 11:1 states, “Now faith is 
being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” That is what counseling is 
about. There is a life out there that people, that couples, hope for. They might struggle seeing it, 
especially in the early days of the marriage, but the role of the counselor is to help them find it. 
                                                                
67 Ibid., 388. 
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The two main counseling ideas within the Christian framework are as follows: A) We are 
all a part of this large family system, and we are all fallen. B) We cannot fix this, nor are we left 
to fix this on our own. The biblical narrative points to redemption. Frederick states, “Christ 
removes the curse of original sin and death through his life of healing. He ultimately reconciles 
the creation to God as evidenced in His resurrection.” 68 It is the job of the counselor to bring the 
true repair to people. A wedding will not fix the human condition, but the process provided to 
couples can. 
                                                                
68 Thomas V. Frederick, "Solution-Focused Brief Therapy and the Kingdom of God: A Cosmological 
Integration," Pastoral Psychology 56, no. 4 (2008): 416. 
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Chapter 2: The State of Marriage 
 
As previously noted, the divorce rate in the U.S. is high. What is also troubling is that the 
divorce rate within the church is higher than the general population.1 The statistics are alarming, 
and cannot go unheeded. Fincham and Beach, in reviewing the major research findings and 
conclusions on marriage between 2000 and 2010, found that “In the last decade, articles with the 
word ‘marriage’ in the title increased by 48% compared to the previous decade (1,417 vs. 960).”2 
There is a growing interest and movement towards healthier marriages. A national consciousness 
began emerging in the late 1990’s with programs like the Healthy Marriage Initiative. This 
government initiative of 1996 began a movement of sorts to address marital issues. From that 
movement, the idea of marriage education has grown and offered more opportunities for 
education as well.3 While these were helpful, there is a need to do more, and often the 
government programs lacked strong success rates. 
The church can speak in a much different way than a government sponsored program 
might. The church can offer a model based on a design from scripture. The ultimate goal is a 
Christian Marriage. Morris suggests: 
When one speaks of a Christian marriage, just what does one have in mind? A church 
wedding blessed by a minister? Does the minister possess some magic that automatically 
makes a marriage Christian? We may define a Christian marriage as one involving a 
Christian man and woman, each dedicated to his understanding of God’s purpose for him 
                                                                
1 See Barlow,  3-9. 
2 Fincham and Beach,  630. 
3 Fincham and Beach continue, “Most marriage education programs focus on enhancing communication, 
typically in a group format, without attention to specific couple problems. Currently, a substantial minority of 
couples in the United States attend marriage education programs of some type prior to marriage, and examination of 
current community-based practice supports their efficacy.” Ibid., 635.  
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and to helping his spouse and their children to achieve the measure of the fullness of the 
stature of Christ.4 
 
This should be the goal that ministers are working towards in discipling these young couples. 
There is a recognition that some of this can happen before the wedding, but there is much that 
will happen after the wedding and throughout the rest of their lives. 
Factors Affecting Marital Stability 
Spirituality 
One of the most important ideas to begin emerging from the research is that religion and 
spirituality have a great impact on marital happiness and faithfulness.5 Fincham and Beach state, 
“Those who are less religious are more likely to have a history of cohabitation and may be less 
likely to attend marriage education programs.”6 In relation to infidelity, they found: “Because 
most Americans expect sexual faithfulness in marriage, infidelity often leads to marital 
disruption.”7 They cited studies showing that individuals who viewed “the Bible as the literal 
word of God or as the inspired word of God”8 has a reduced chance of infidelity, even up to 38 
percent. They also found a connection between church attendance and happiness within the 
marriage. Couples that pray has the same correlation as well. Each of these activities 
“encourages a greater focus on sustaining relationships and so increase positive behaviors in the 
relationship or enhance forgiveness or commitment.”9 Religion and spirituality have a positive 
                                                                
4 Morris, 4. 
5 See Edward P. Wimberly, Prayer in Pastoral Counseling: Suffering, Healing, and Discernment 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990). See also Jill Duba Onedera, The Role of Religion in 
Marriage and Family Counseling (Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press, 2007). 
6 Fincham and Beach. 
7 Ibid., 638. 
8 Ibid., 639. 
9 Ibid., 640. 
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impact on marital quality. They point to studies confirming “frequency of attendance at religious 
services was found to be more predictive of positive couple functioning.”10 When the husband is 
attending, the couple is happier. One study even suggests that religious activity might have 
positive effects that go beyond any other positive interactions. This research implies that 
religious activity might have no rivals in terms of producing positive effects for couples. 
Religion is also a barrier against other activities that lead to negative consequences for marriage 
such as infidelity, drug use, or criminal activity.  
They conclude by stating, “Finally, religious involvement and spirituality may be 
associated with ‘Sanctification’ of marriage, adding additional meaning and structure to support 
marital relationships.”11 This means that the official nature placed on marriage at the wedding (in 
a church, in front of people) adds more gravitas to the commitment. There is something the 
church provides that cannot be obtained in Las Vegas or at the courthouse. And most 
importantly, “attending religious services almost certainly means that an individual hears 
religious teaching on marital fidelity and the general importance of marriage.”12  
Beach et al. look at the issue of prayer specifically,13 even introducing prayer as a 
counseling tool. While not coming from a Christian perspective per se, the direction of this 
research is tremendous. They want to provide a framework for counselors who might like to 
speak about it but do not know how. They state:  
Discomfort with the integration of spiritual activities into marital interventions may be a 
response by practitioners to the weakness of available conceptual frameworks. We offer a 
framework that allows for the integration of prayer into marital interventions (educational 
                                                                
10 Ibid.  
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid., 630. 
13 S. R. Beach et al., "Prayer and Marital Intervention: A Conceptual Framework," Journal of Social 
Clinical Psychology 27, no. 7 (September 2008): 641-69. 
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or therapeutic) and argue that when culturally appropriate, prayer can serve multiple 
functions in interventions that are consistent with traditional goals of skill-based 
approaches.14 
 
These researchers have recognized that many Americans believe in God or practice 
religion. Counseling circles should leverage this recognition and acceptance. Their conclusion is 
that the good, the potential, simply outweighs the skepticism even to a non-believing counselor. 
If prayer works for a couple, then the counselor needs to explore it.15 Beach et al. found that 
prayer can be a viable alternative. The counselor often needs multiple resources, and spiritual 
disciplines can now be seen as helpful. Prayer helps regain perspective. It can help counselees 
shift the focus from themselves back to the relationship, and it helps calm people.  
Prayer is also a powerful new conversation partner. Beach et al. feel that “Couples can be 
told that if they can no longer talk to each other effectively, they might consider ‘taking a break 
to talk to a deity.’” This allows them to unburden themselves even as they honor their 
commitment to take a break from discussion with the partner.”16 Prayer also serves as a reminder 
to continue certain behaviors or stop others. 
The researchers focus on the idea of the “Other” in getting to transformation; marital 
conflict cannot just be about “me and you.”17 Simply put, prayer can lead to real change in a 
                                                                
14 Ibid., 641. 
15 Beach et al. first deal with the propriety in the professional world by asking how can psychologists 
endorse prayer? They recognize the ambivalence in the field and that professionally, this was not part of the training. 
Questions about God were directed to your local clergy. The authors see the use of prayer in each of the major 
religions and “we have seen the merits of incorporating strategies based on prayer into marital interventions when it 
is culturally appropriate to do so.” Over 90% of Americans pray at least occasionally, this cannot be ignored. Ibid., 
643. 
16 Ibid., 650. 
17 Beach et al. note Martin Buber’s description of the “I-Thou” relationship in prayer. “This highly 
influential portrayal of prayer has much to offer marital therapists. However, for current purposes, the importance of 
this conceptualization of prayer is that Buber portrays the dialogue with God as fundamentally dyadic rather than 
individualistic, as fundamentally concerned with love rather than mystical awareness, and as providing a wellspring 
of caring, respect, commitment, and responsibility in all relationships.” Ibid., 652.  
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relationship. Counselors should be encouraged to use this as a tool for problem-solving and 
bringing the couple back together. 
Similar to Beach et al., Atkins and Kessel also look at the presence of spirituality in the 
marriage, specifically church attendance.18 They suggest that attendance at religious services can 
predict a higher rate of fidelity. In their study, no other spiritual factors or disciplines (prayer, 
Bible reading) seemed to predict fidelity, but attendance does.19 Evangelistically, if we want 
marriages to be happy, we need to get couples to church. 
Atkins and Kessel begin with a common assumption; all major religions and most people 
deal with and accept the idea expressed in one of the Ten Commandments that adultery is 
wrong.20 Very few married couples believe this is not the case. If adultery has happened, it is 
hidden, lied about, justified, or an infrequent activity. Rarely is there an attitude of acceptance 
toward adultery. Religious individuals are less likely to have had affairs compared to the 
nonreligious. The best statistics available show 23% of married men and 12% of women reported 
an affair at some point in their marriage, but the researchers recognize that these are conservative 
                                                                
18 David C. Atkins and Deborah E. Kessel, "Religiousness and Infidelity: Attendance, But Not Faith and 
Prayer, Predict Marital Fidelity," Journal of Marriage and Family 70, no. 2 (2008): 407-18. 
19 Atkins & Kessel continue, “Yet, in all the previous research on infidelity, religiousness has been 
measured solely by attendance at religious services, a very limited assessment of a rich and complex facet of life.” 
The article tries to see if it can find some other dynamics such as belief, prayer, ideas about God. Using the General 
Social Survey, they looked at questions of infidelity, marital happiness, and questions of religiousness. Through the 
research, “Attendance proved to be the only significant predictor of infidelity.” They continue, “only attendance at 
religious services proved to be significantly related to infidelity. Thus among religiousness factors attendance 
appears to have a unique and possibly protective relationship with infidelity.” Religion without attendance or belief 
without attendance was positive connected to infidelity. If a person has beliefs about faith or God, but is not in 
church, this was positively connected to infidelity. Attendance is a purely behavioral assessment and at the same 
time there is a community aspect of attendance. “By definition, attending religious services implies that the 
individual is participating with other people, which is likely to include the spouse.” Church attendance takes religion 
out of the personal and into the communal. You cannot do it alone. The personal belief structure focusing on simply 
what I believe, puts the person first. Church attendance is a “we” activity and increases the bond between couples. 
Ibid., 414-416. 
20 Exo 20:14 
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estimates. They find that “the association of religiousness with infidelity was moderated by 
marital happiness.”21 Religiousness and happiness fed each other but religion did not guarantee 
fidelity if there were other troubling factors. In other words, if the marriage has issues in other 
areas, such as conflict resolution or financial burdens, religious belief is not a guarantee or fail-
safe in these marriages. When belief is combined with actions such as praying together or church 
attendance, then there are positive results with couples. 
The key is for the couple to participate in religious activities together, not simply share 
beliefs. The simple act of church attendance together connects couples on a number of different 
levels. Atkins and Kessel state, “First, it is a shared activity between spouses, and past research 
has shown that disengagement in couples is associated with affairs.”22 They also found that 
mutual attendance carried with it an assumption of agreed values and beliefs. Also, the religious 
community provided a network of relationships that “may provide support to the spouses as well 
as social comparison.”23 For Atkins and Kessel, the simple idea is to get couples to attend church 
for the sake of marital happiness and fidelity even though pastors and counselors know that true 
life-change or salvation requires more than simple attendance. Their research suggests that it is 
not a belief issue at the beginning, but attendance helps with marital infidelity. Conversely, belief 
without attendance does not reduce infidelity. Church attendance leads to happier marriages and 
opportunities for evangelism. In practice, the reverse is often true, the minister or church places 
the pressure of life change on the front end with restrictions based on belief, living situations, or 
cohabitation. Thus it is important to see that church attendance and strong pastoral relationships 
                                                                
21 Atkins and Kessel,  408. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
 
 
61 
 
can change the couple. The couples usually do not show up changed on the front-end; this charge 
is the result of a process. 
Conflict Resolution 
Much of marriage research focuses on happiness and conflict. In looking at conflict, 
Researchers look at how the context shapes the conflict. Context and climate have a lot to do 
with the changes in satisfaction, so the “contextual moderators of the impact of marital 
conflict,”24 is important. A relational conflict over a financial issue is small when the context is 
less stressful, while the same conflict is magnified during times of context change. The 
discussion of context has also influenced studies of violence among couples. Fincham and Beach 
counter older studies on violence in relationships that seemed to focus on and lay the blame on 
“poor physical and mental health.”25 This is a simplistic view, and Fincham and Beach suggest it 
is a combination of stressors and context. Work, financial stress, negative life events all were 
contributing factors.26 
Beach and Fincham note the emergence of research that links the impact of marriage on 
physical health. They found that “marital conflict led directly to increased depressive symptoms 
through its impact on functional impairment.”27 Psychological and physical health are both 
affected by marital stress. 
                                                                
24 Fincham and Beach,  632. 
25 Ibid.  
26 “It has been shown that the frequency and impact of stressors was associated with violence in husbands 
and wives.” They continue, “acute stress outside of the marriage was associated with psychological aggression, 
which, in turn, set the stage for a greater likelihood of physical aggression. In addition, husbands were more likely to 
be physically aggressive in response to acute negative events when under chronic stress.” Ibid. 
27 Ibid., 633. 
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One of the goals for the pastoral counselor is to identify conflict patterns before the 
marriage and teach couples how to resolve them. Couples have interactional cycles, even in the 
early stages of dating and engagement, and there is a need for these cycles to be changed or 
broken. All conflict at its basic level is predictable. Most couples in conflict do not have multiple 
fights; they have one fight. Conflicts develop along familiar lines that many have come to 
describe as the Dance.28 While the subject may change, the structure and feeling of the fight are 
similar. Often the couples engage in or at least begin the cycle, perhaps thinking this time will be 
different, or this time they will be understood. Instead, they are quickly caught in a vortex (a 
“here we go again,” experience) that they cannot break.29  
One of the major drivers of the Dance is the concept of Pursuit and Distance. One person 
who is the pursuer initiates or instigates the conflict cycle. The pursuer has a topic to discuss 
which must take place immediately. The pursuer identifies closely with the topic or perceives it 
to be important. The issue can be an emotional need or a practical problem. The distance person 
is not prepared and has no desire to engage in the discussion, so distance runs away from the 
process. Pursue gives chase and the cycle begins. Distance may simply flee or while fleeing may 
say or do damaging things to escape. This usually does not deter the pursuer; rather, it makes the 
                                                                
28 Greg Smalley and Robert S. Paul, The DNA of Relationships For Couples (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House 
Publishers, 2006). Gary Smalley made the term ‘Dance’ popular in Christian counseling circles. His son, Greg 
Smalley along with Robert Paul expand the idea and term calling it the “Fear Dance.”  
29 Scott Wetzler, Laura Frame, and Samantha Litzinger, "Marriage Education for Clinicians," American 
Journal of Psychotherapy 65, no. 4 (2011): 315. These researchers use J. M. Gottman’s idea of the “four train 
wrecks” in their Marriage Workshops. (see Gottman, John Mordechai, Julie Schwartz Gottman, and Joan DeClaire. 
Ten Lessons to Transform Your Marriage: America's Love Lab Experts Share Their Strategies for Strengthening 
Your Relationship. 1st ed. New York: Crown Publishers, 2006.). They summarize his approach, “Gottman identified 
four harmful ways of managing conflict, which he initially called the ‘four horsemen of the apocalypse’ and later 
termed the ‘four train wrecks,’ that are predictive of marital break-up: criticism, defensiveness, contempt, and 
stonewalling. Further Gottman noted there are four tell-tale signs that a relationship is headed for trouble: things 
become more negative than positive, couples frequently engage in the four train wrecks, both partners become 
overwhelmed during conflict, and repair attempts fail.”  
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pursuer more determined. Freeman notices, “reactive couples are predictable in their 
relationships. A very tight reciprocity process gets played out. Ordinarily, one person pursues, 
the other distances.”30 Just an explanation of this concept alone can save couples from years of 
pain and frustration. 
These are crucial themes that the pastor needs to handle prudently, but the pastoral 
counselor is under the pressure of time. Brian Childs address the issues of urgency and time in 
stating, “the counselor is active rather than passive in the counseling process. The counselor is 
not a passive interpreter of behavior, but an active participant in the counseling, sometimes 
confronting the counselee, but at all times allowing for his or her emotions to come into play in 
the process.”31 While each situation is different and has different demands, the proactive 
approach assumes that something has to be done and quickly. The couple may not give the 
counselor ten sessions, and the pastoral counselor may not have that available to offer either. The 
pastor needs to provide tools rather than trying to solve all the couple’s issues. 
It is not the goal of the therapist to take away conflict. Conflict is often a driver to propel 
the individual or the couple to accomplishment. Freeman notes, “It is naïve to assume that 
elimination of the problem will improve family functioning. Problems have useful purposes. 
They give meaning to the family. They help organize family members in a way that allows 
connections between members around the problem.” Unfortunately, people come into the 
                                                                
30 David S. Freeman, Family Therapy With Couples: The Family-of-Origin Approach (Northvale, NJ: 
Aronson, 1992), 74. 
31 Brian H. Childs, Short-Term Pastoral Counseling: A Guide (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1990), 38. 
Freeman provides some caution here, and even a counter thought to Childs. “A major challenge for the therapist is to 
avoid colluding with people’s stories. Each partner will try to get the therapist to join with him or her around that 
person’s point of view about what is wrong with the family and/or the relationship. The therapist’s commitment to 
both individuals in the relationship always has to be balanced. The therapist needs to remain neutral and avoid being 
drawn into content issues, secrets, conspiracies, privileged information, or becoming a party to a special relationship 
with one family member at the expense of other family members.” Freeman, 108. 
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counseling situation with this goal or the belief that if the conflict is solved, or if the other person 
changes than all will be well.32 Rather, as Worthington points out, “The goal of counseling 
cannot be to eliminate all problems, people will always have problems. When they end 
counseling, they will still have problems. But they will be successfully dealing with them, 
whereas when they came to counseling, they were not.”33 The heart of counseling should be 
decreasing negative interaction and create positive bonding, essentially an Emotionally Focused 
Therapy model.34  
Why the Church Shies Away 
The church needs strong couples. But there are several obstacles preventing this. The first 
is the attitudes of some couples. Most couples are not looking for guidance, a pastoral 
relationship or answers to questions. They are simply looking for an officiant. Pastors do have to 
settle on the idea that wedding day comes, they have a job to do. The wedding is not about the 
minister or the church. It is about the couple. Marks know that it is “their job is to come in and 
perform a service for the couple for a fee and then go back home to wait for the next rental 
period for couples wanting to marry.” He goes on to say that “the church should function as a 
tool to help couples avoid divorce instead. Pastors need to begin seeing themselves as agents in 
place to help couples prepare for married life, not just the wedding day.”35 There is the reality 
                                                                
32 Wetzler et al., notice this in their Marriage Education Workshops. “Couples are surprised by this since 
many of them come into the workshops with the belief and expectation that healthy relationships do not have 
conflict. We clarify that it is not the absence of conflict that characterizes the healthiest relationships, but how 
conflict is addressed.” Wetzler, Frame, and Litzinger,  323.  
33 Everett L. Worthington, Hope-Focused Marriage Counseling: A Guide to Brief Therapy (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 42. 
34 See Susan M. Johnson, "Emotionally Focused Couples Therapy: Empiricism and Art," in Handbook of 
Family Therapy: The Science and Practice of Working With Families and Couples, ed. G. R. Weeks T.L. Sexton, M. 
S. Robbins (New York: Brunner-Routledge, 2003). 
35 John Paul Marks, “Christian Premarital Training in the Local Church Setting: A Study of the 
Effectiveness of the SYMBIS Model in Reducing Divorce and Producing Stable and Satisfying Martial 
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that despite our greatest efforts, support, time, classes, and relationship building, there will be 
some couples who simply will not maintain a relationship with the church or the minister. 
There are a number of other issues between churches and couples including membership 
and faith commitments, but one major roadblock is cohabitation.36 The church is battling social 
norms and acceptances. Couples that are living together need help. They need to know the 
danger they are setting themselves in. The reasons behind their decisions often come from 
broken situations.  
Seenath reminds us that before 1970 cohabitational relationships were illegal in the 
United States of America”37 and uncommon. Seenath continues (quoting Dr. Galena Rhoades), 
“by the late 1990s at least 50% to 60% of couples lived together premaritally."38 This is 
becoming the acceptable first stage of relationship for most people. People are putting marriage 
off, but they are not necessarily staying single and waiting for marriage.39 
The choice for many couples to live together often is a reflection of the situation in which 
they grew up. Francois finds that most “cases of cohabitation originated from a background of 
                                                                
Relationships” (Liberty Theological Seminary, 2007), 49, accessed June 7, 2016, 
http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/doctoral/84. 
36 Cohabitation is not simply an American problem. As Seenath suggests, this is a global issue. He finds, 
“Cohabitational relationships are a firmly entrenched and social phenomenon in Trinidad and Tobago and have 
become of great concern to pastors since an increasing number of cohabiting couples, or at least one party in the 
relationship, regularly visit church services and, in some cases, express their desire to enjoy the full benefits of 
membership.” Seenath, v. 
37 Ibid., 1. 
38 Ibid. See Elizabeth S. Allen et al., "Premarital Precursors of Marital Infidelity," Family process 47, no. 2 
(Jun 2008): 243-59. 
39 Seenath, 2., “The median age of the first marriage continues to increase. For women, it is 26 years and 
for men, 28 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2009). Yet, this does not mean that young (“emerging”) adults are 
remaining single or living alone until marriage, a process that often begins with dating (or sexual relationships), 
transitions into cohabitation, and culminates with marriage. As the age at first marriage rises, the opportunities to 
experience greater numbers of premarital partnerships throughout emerging adulthood have also grown.”  
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broken families.”40 He contends the church must not stay silent in fear of being judgmental but 
instead it needs to recapture its prophetic voice. The argument for cohabitation goes along the 
lines of trying it out before the real commitment. They know the general statistics on marriage 
and divorce, so this seems to be a cure. If it does not work out, at least it was not a divorce. 
Francois also deals with the double message of cohabitation. The first message is, “I desire 
physical and spiritual intimacy with you. By living together, you will enable me to come close to 
you and to express my love for you.”41 But the second message is they are not ready to make a 
commitment. Couples need to address this mixed message. But the minister should be willing to 
enter the conversation. 
Joe Wilmoth in his work with clergy in Oklahoma found that “70% of Oklahoma clergy 
require premarital sexual abstinence as a part of the marriage preparation they provide, and some 
[Community Ministry Programs] include the prohibition of premarital sex. Policies such as these 
can be problematic considering the high percentage of couples who have been sexually active 
and cohabitated before marriage.”42 Couples in Oklahoma who are unwilling at the beginning of 
the process or ignorant as to the prohibition and why it is important, have nowhere to turn within 
the church. They have little alternative but to go to secular officiants or the Justice of the Peace. 
As mentioned in the introduction, Seenath suggest that Jesus’ interaction with the woman 
at the well serves as a biblical template for counselors today. For Seenath, Jesus: 
Provides a perfect example of how to interact with cohabitants without making them feel 
condemned, ostracized, or devalued. Jesus declares the woman’s status as cohabitational 
                                                                
40 P. Möller Francois, "Cohabitation and Christian Faith," In die Skriflig 47, no. 1 (2013): 2. 
41 Ibid., 3. 
42 Wilmoth suggests a more proactive approach where clergy involve cohabiting couples and deemphasize 
sexuality issues in these types of services, especially since cohabiting couples are more likely to experience divorce 
and thus may need these services more than non-cohabitating, engaged couples. Joe Dwayne Wilmoth, 
“Involvement of Oklahoma Clergy in Providing Marriage Preparation” (Oklahoma State University, 2005), 73-74, 
accessed December 6, 2013, www.academia.edu. 
 
 
67 
 
but nevertheless continues to reach her with the good news of the kingdom of God and 
the fact that the Messiah has arrived. Knowing that the woman came to the well to draw 
physical water he wisely uses her immediate necessity to illumine her deeper need for 
spiritual water which he gives freely. Without condemning her, he tactfully converses on 
the subject of worship resulting in her realization that her misconceptions needed 
authoritative correction.43 
 
Churches must maintain their beliefs and integrity. But with most non-church, non-believing 
couples living together before marriage, this often takes the church out of the equation and out of 
the conversation. An approach that engages the couple without being accommodating needs to be 
developed. 
Why Couples Are Open 
 The huge advantage the church or the minister has in their favor is timing. These couples 
are looking for clergy and churches. And they are looking within a particular timeframe. There is 
arguably no other time, apart from a funeral where the minister is such an important part of an 
unchurched person’s life. And with that said, the couples are open. They are open to change and 
new life chapters. Marks suggests: 
Couples that are looking toward marriage are many times very positive and excited about 
their relationship and future life together. If couples can be reached at this transition point 
in their relationship when they are largely open to premarital training, it can be presumed 
that the potential for success also increases. Premarital couples really are at the happiest 
time in their relationship, a time when they are open to anything that makes their 
relationship more fulfilling and rewarding.44  
Johnson also recognizes the openness that surrounds marriage to growth and change. He states 
that in the first three years of the marriage, “Ministry to newlyweds is a unique window of 
opportunity for churches small and large because newlywed couples are in transition, open to 
new relationships, open to letting go of religious conventions and considering more biblical 
                                                                
43 Seenath, 9. 
44 Marks, 28-29.  
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responses, and open to being groomed for church leadership.”45 There is a tendency for couples 
to fall away from the congregation if only one of the two is a member of the church. This, 
combined with the whole nature of life change make this a critical season. The first three years 
see a “pivotal positive transition.”46 Johnson suggests that “adults do not change very much once 
they are out of secondary or higher education.” People only make changes because of 
“significant emotional events.”47 In the list of these varied events, including military service, job 
change, and bereavement, marriage is at the top. 
The period right before and right after a wedding is a season of change. Johnson sees 
newlyweds, “letting go of life patterns and adopting new ways of living; they are more open than 
in other chapters in life to letting go of religious conventions and considering more biblical 
responses and patterns.”48 In other words, newlyweds are at a stage where they are not making 
life choices for religion, their parents or because it is their church. That may have been the 
reason before the wedding, but not after. Newlyweds want to change for a meaningful reason. If 
there is not a reason, they will stop. The church that has built the relationship before the wedding 
can hopefully be a part of that reason after the wedding. Johnson finds if they are given attention 
and ministered to instead of given space, the couple responds and takes ownership of their faith 
and their role in the church, particularly to other young couples. Johnson advocates for a 
mentoring process between couples as opposed to just assuming they are assimilated. 
                                                                
45 Rex Johnson, "Ministry to Newlyweds-A Small Window of Great Opportunity," Christian Education 
Journal 2, no. 1 (2005): 97.  
46 Ibid., 98. 
47 Ibid., 99. 
48 Ibid. 
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Couples are looking for relevance from the church. Henderson notes, “The word 
relevance traces back to a medieval Latin word, relevare’, which means “to bear upon.” The idea 
of relevance has to do with weight or significance. “Something is relevant when it has to do with 
my circumstances, when it bears upon my questions and struggles.”49 The church needs to focus 
on the idea of truth being combined with pertinence. This is where the minister can offer help 
both during the marriage preparation process. 
Premarital education is not a cure-all or magic wand. Valiente et al. discuss the helpful 
and harmful expectations of premarital counseling. At the time of their research, only 30% of 
couples entering marriage were utilizing a premarital counseling program. While users found, 
they had improved their relationship and communication skills, discussions of prior or failed 
relationships proved to be a negative in the premarital process. Their study sought to understand 
why “50% of couples invited to participate in premarital programs refuse and why 70% of the 
general population does not use these beneficial services.”50 Speaking of the couple's past issues 
or speaking about past relationships is the biggest detractor. It is an individual’s fear of ending 
the relationship that kept people from participating. Talking about problems in a relationship or 
the potential future problems is not a topic in which people want to discuss. 
Clergy Involvement 
 
 Considering what is at stake and the openness of the couple, this is the season the pastor 
and church need to engage the situation. Morris suggests, “It should also be clear to every 
                                                                
49 Henderson, 24. 
50 C. E. Valiente, C. J. Belanger, and A. U. Estrada, "Helpful and Harmful Expectations of Premarital 
Interventions," Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy 28, no. 1 (Jan-Feb 2002): 71-77. Valinete et al., quoting a study 
done by Stillman and Schumm note that, “most premarital preparation occurs in a religious setting, which may result 
in less religious individuals feeling awkward and uncomfortable about receiving these programs and services.” 72.  
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Christian minister that he has a grave responsibility in preparing young people to achieve this 
ideal of marriage. Such a marriage does not just happen; there has to be the willingness to work 
to make the ideal a reality.”51 Marriage programs that are state-run or state-sponsored do not 
work or maintain viability. Programs offered through the church have relevance and continued 
growth and impact. Wilmoth et al. look at the effect that a statewide initiative can have on 
clergy.52 They trace the growing influence on government programs focused on strengthening 
families through grants and projects. In Oklahoma, when the state began relying on clergy and 
religious groups, they saw huge impacts. Couples stopped turning to the state, and the states 
ended up with surplus funds earmarked for social programs. 
There is a chasm between community or state programs concerning marriage and clergy 
participation. It is not necessarily suggesting that the church needs to be a part of these programs, 
but they are not connected to the larger conversation. Staier looks at the amount of awareness 
and connection clergy have to national Community Marriage Initiatives. She discovers, 
“Although many Community Marriage Initiatives provide training for resources, many clergy do 
not participate. For those that do, evidence suggests that much of the information gleaned from 
training is not subsequently transferred to couples.”53 While there is a movement and a desire on 
secular levels, the church is moving on a separate track. 
                                                                
51 Morris, 4. 
52 Wilmoth et al.,  278-99. 
53 Tabitha Renee Staier, “Community Marriage Initiatives and Clergy: The Impact of Support and 
Involvement on Clergy's Premarital Education Practices” (Florida State University, 2007), 1-2, accessed December 
6, 2013, http://search.proquest.com/docview/304872415. 
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What was surprising to researchers was that when the clergy used PREPARE,54 the 
performance of the clergy rivals the trained counselors and research staffs. Stanley et al. found 
that premarital counseling works whether it comes from a clinician or a church. But they 
recognize that the church is more accessible (or should be) than getting people into a clinical 
setting. They conclude, “The couples who have taken PREP delivered by their clergy and lay 
leaders were moving in the direction of interacting less negatively and more positively at post-
assessment in contrast to changes in interaction for the Naturally Occurring couples.”55 
Trained clergy using premarital programs can be very effective in impacting marriages. 
Coffee’s dissertation discusses Southern Baptist attitudes and practices of premarital education. 
He agrees with others that marital education is an effective tool against rising divorce rates and 
sinking marital satisfaction rates. But he calls for changes in the approach of some pastors. 
Historically, the premarital sessions with the pastor have been focused on the meaning of 
marriage and definition of roles as opposed to actual marital preparation. Coffee suggests that for 
most people:  
Marriage is seen as a sacred rite among the religious. As a result, clergy are often 
accessed to perform marriage ceremonies. This places clergy in a unique position to 
impact the engaged couple in a manner that may increase couple marital satisfaction as 
well as their ability to navigate marital dissatisfaction and stave off divorce. The field of 
premarital education continues to burgeon and further research must be conducted to 
replicate and validate recent findings about the efficacy of these programs. However, 
enough is known about premarital education to initiate inquiry into the role of clergy as it 
pertains to premarital education.56  
 
                                                                
54 “PREmarital Personal and Relationship Evaluation (PREPARE; Olson, Fournier, & Druckman, 1986), 
72.  
55 Stanley et al.,  73. 
56 John Kevin Coffee, “An Analysis of Attitudes and Practices of Southern Baptist Pastors Toward 
Premarital Education” (2012), 7, accessed December 9, 2013, 
http://digital.library.sbts.edu:8080/handle/10392/4123. 
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Coffee also notes that while the natural tendency of the culture is to approach a church 
when marriage is in view; too many churches neglect this role. He finds that even though there is 
a compelling rationale for the religious leaders to play a preventative effort in the breakdown of 
amrriages, less than half of religious organizations currently provide premarital services of any 
consequence.57 And many of the churches that do are not as effective as they could be.  
Barlow finds that many churches are failing on the front end by not providing good 
premarital counseling.58 Due to time restraints and work demands, the pastor may not be able to 
devote much time to premarital training. However, the church must raise the priority on this. 
This failure results in the church spending more time repairing broken relationships rather than 
feeding, supporting, or preparing healthy marriages. Balancing the focus on ceremony 
preparation and marriage preparation is crucial as well. The minister wants the couple to have a 
good marriage as well as a good wedding.  
Currently, very little research focuses on weddings or marriage as a focal point for 
evangelism. In fact, few authors are talking about weddings or marriage in the community 
outreach area at all. Most evangelism approaches deal with servant evangelism, social needs, 
charity, educational assistance, parenting assistance. Weddings, marriage education, and 
premarital counseling need to move into this conversation. Most of the marriage ministry falls on 
the back of the pastor, but it needs to become a congregational idea. Churches must develop a 
heart for this ministry. No outreach should begin unless the heart can carry it through.  
                                                                
57 Ibid. 
58 Barlow. 
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Brief History of Marriage and Counseling 
 Though we can trace the idea of marriage back to the first pages of Genesis, the church’s 
involvement in marriage was something that developed over time. Stahmann notes: “Early 
Christians saw marriage as a private, noninstitutionalized arrangement entered into with the 
consent of parents and without the need for priestly or civil authorization. The Christianization of 
Western Europe and the church’s entrance into the very fabric of political life changed the 
involvement of both state and the church in marriage.”59 At the Council of Carthage in  
398 AD, there is an assumption of a priestly benediction of the ceremony and Ignatius and 
Polycarp began urging a blessing from parents and clergy. But there is little else for many 
centuries. The early church was mostly negative on marriage—celibacy was preferred. Also, 
Stahmann explains, “Historically, marriages were arranged. Parent’s power to control the lives of 
unmarried children was unsurpassed. Since children did not have any legal standing or power 
under the common law of the day, parental control was absolute.”60 The Middle Ages added the 
permission of a feudal lord to the marital process. 
 In the year 1164, marriage is established as a sacrament. Following this, Stahmann and 
Hiebert note, “This movement became the clergy’s special involvement with premarital 
couples.”61 The Church taught extensively on sacraments such as baptism and communion 
before partaking, and this now evolved into weddings as well. Marriage became a cultural and 
religious initiation rite. Stahmann and Hiebert see “the emphasis was on the nature and meaning 
of the rite itself: The Christian nature of marriage, the place of religion in the home, and the 
                                                                
59 Stahmann and Hiebert, 7. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid., 8. 
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rehearsal of the wedding rite.”62 Nothing was mentioned regarding the relationship itself. While 
the concept of family was important early on, it was not until mid-twentieth century the 
“awareness and concern about what transpires between people”63 became a serious concern. 
Gibson describes the progression of location of the marriage ceremony: 
The marriage ceremony at a church building became obligatory in the eleventh century. 
The priest presided with witnesses looking on. Earlier the service took place near the 
church building. Eventually, the ceremony was held at the church door with the priest 
blessing the marriage. By the twelfth century, the church wedding was fully established 
inside the church with the priest pronouncing blessings.64 
During the last century, especially from 1900 to World War II, the school of psychology was 
growing.65 And while the psychology of the individual was becoming important, it was 
impossible to separate the individual from relationships, especially marriage. The formation of 
marriage counseling or couples therapy began to take shape. Stahmann and Hiebert see a shift in 
the early part of the last century. They recount “the first documented premarital intervention was 
in 1924 when Ernest Groves taught the first course in preparation for family life at Boston 
University.”66 For the first half of the twentieth century, the church primarily focused on the 
nature and definition of the wedding, but there was nothing offered in terms of counseling or 
how to live together. Robert Laidlow, a psychiatrist in the field of marriage therapy, called on 
clergy in 1948 to “serve as screening agents and to assess the health of the couples who planned 
to marry.”67 In the 1950s “clergy began developing a literature about the historical development 
                                                                
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid., 6. 
64 Gibson, 28. 
65 Stahmann and Hiebert, 6. They continue, “psychology had to separate itself from medicine.”  
66 Ibid., 5. 
67 Ibid., 11. 
 
 
75 
 
of premarital counseling.”68 So for nearly a hundred years, pastors and churches have played a 
significant role in the realm of premarital counseling.    
Pastoral Counseling 
While the church has a historical tradition in weddings, the church has to be emotionally 
healthy in order to fulfill its role in premarital counseling. Before a church or a pastor can enter 
the work of counseling or outreach, a church should be trained and prepared. The emotional 
health of a church affects their ability to minister and conduct outreach. Scazerro feels that 
“wrong counsel keeps people spiritually immature.”69 He explains the difference between 
Spiritual Immaturity and Emotional Immaturity. There is the presence of knowledge in the 
church, but a lack of proper application. He regrets that “for too long we have delegated 
‘emotional’ issues to the therapist’s office and taken responsibility only for ‘spiritual’ problems 
in the church.”70 Scazerro lays out church leadership principles that combine personal experience 
with the experience of his congregants and Biblical foundations. He calls for honesty and 
looking beneath the surface. This recognizes the influence of a person’s past and their family of 
origin.  
The pastor must model a broken and transparent life. While striving for honesty and 
transparency, there also needs to be boundaries in the life of the pastor and the church as a 
whole. Without this, the church or pastor cannot handle issues of pain or grief. Grief experiences 
can mature people and can translate into ministry tools. Using these tools allows us to model 
Jesus’ incarnation to reach into people’s lives. Scazerro also deals with pace and calls on the 
                                                                
68 Ibid., 6. 
69 Peter Scazzero, The Emotionally Healthy Church: A Strategy for Discipleship that Actually Changes 
Lives (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 16. 
70 Ibid., 19. 
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pastor to slow down and monitor this. Scazerro concludes by directing a church’s next steps 
regarding outreach and ministry — developing a strategy. The author builds an important and 
often ignored bridge between the church and the counseling realm (e.g. Family Systems Therapy 
and Emotional Intelligence), recognizing and making accessible these tools to pastors and church 
leaders.  
Premarital Counseling 
The term premarital counseling can cover a vast number of topics. The counselor must 
have a specific goal or purpose. Morris offers a timeless definition of premarital counseling by 
stating: 
Premarital counseling is that form of counseling which centers around the interpersonal 
relationship between a man and a woman, helps them evaluate their relationship in view 
of their approaching marriage and acquaints with ways by which they may build a happy 
and successful marriage, or, in the light of the evaluation of their relationship, results in 
their deciding against the marriage.71 
Morris recognizes the practical differences between counseling within the church and secular 
counseling. He suggests, “Premarital counseling in the Church differs from other counseling in 
that (1) most couples who come to the minister come at his insistence rather than on their own 
initiative, and (2) considerable instruction as well as counseling is involved in it.”72 
Because it is the pastor that usually requires it, the pastor is in control of standards, 
requirements, prerequisites and policies. Lee deals with the prerequisites that a church holds. 
These are the things the couple must possess or be before they can enter the process and what 
must be done to maintain the process. Does the church require that they are both believers? 
Attenders? Or is the prerequisite that they must complete premarital counseling? Their advice is 
                                                                
71 Morris, 15. 
72 Ibid., 26. 
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“to take a stand somewhere and be crystal clear as to why.”73 Lee suggests that the policy should 
be shaped by some larger questions: 
1. What do you want your commitment to premarital work to say about marriage itself? 
There is a basic belief every minister holds about marriage. Why do we believe 
marriage is important? Again, the goal is to help the couple prepare for marriage, not 
just the wedding. 
2. How do you want premarital preparation to be related to the larger vision and 
mission of your congregation? Lee continues, “The only thing some churches do for 
couples is host weddings, while others demonstrate a far more robust commitment to 
marriage.”74 For some churches, there is a shared sense of mission which is 
concretely demonstrated through sermons, retreats, workshops, conferences, or small 
group ministries. 
3. How do you want your ministry to coordinate with what others may be doing for 
marriage in your community? For topics, such as communication, conflict resolution, 
and finances, Lee suggests connecting with other agencies in the area who can do 
some of this better.  
4. How will your ministry of premarital preparation help embody God’s ongoing work 
of restoration? Lee wants pastors to “have a broader vision of the importance of 
healthy marriage relationships, whether to society at large or the life of your 
congregation.”75 There is a larger narrative and theology behind what the minister, 
                                                                
73 Lee, 108. 
74 Ibid., 109. 
75 Ibid., 109-10. 
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church and the couple are engaging in. This wedding should fit into a clear 
understanding of God’s work in this world. 
Lee presents a clear calling for the pastor to enter this important relationship. He closes out with 
a word of admonition: 
In the preparation process, your part is to give couples a fighting chance in the 
midst of a sin-stained culture that is frequently unfriendly to marriage. They need 
a glimmer of realistic hope that despite their differences their difference they can 
learn to work together—that two really can become one. When you walk them 
successfully through difficult conversations, you give them that hope.76 
On a larger scale, the goal in counseling remains to help people. Day notes, “The 
psychologist as therapist performs in a hybrid role as pastor, theologian, and traditional 
psychotherapist”77 There is certainly a counselor-counselee relationship. But the pastoral 
counselor understands the benefit from the same grace and healing that comes from God that 
they are trying to impart to the counselee. Davidson says, “Presumably if theology and 
psychology have anything to say to each other, as well as to the counselee, it is because they 
reside in the same tormented world, and have to do with the same universally tormented human 
condition.”78 It is the pastor’s role to speak to and impart grace to the couple as they continue on 
their journey. 
Chapter 3 will examine the surveys of pastors and recently married couples. The chapter 
will combine the preceding findings with the surveys in the quest to develop a plan of 
evangelism to reach engaged couples. 
                                                                
76 Ibid., 110. 
77 Day,  541. 
78 Davidson Jr,  428. 
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  Chapter 3: Research and Analysis  
Research Surveys 
 
When examining statistics in marriages that occur in and outside the church, as well as 
marriages that include premarital counseling or not, there are four quadrants of possibilities: 
1. Marriages in the church, with premarital counseling 
2. Marriages in the church, without premarital counseling 
3. Marriages outside of the church, with premarital counseling 
4. Marriage outside of the church, without premarital counseling. 
Arguably, quadrant four is the greatest group in need, the highest at risk for divorce, and 
should be the target of new evangelistic efforts. The discussion in Chapter 2 shows the dangers 
of not having premarital training and the negative effects of not being connected to a church 
community. Chapter 3 will focus on two qualitative surveys. The first survey is a cross-section of 
38 pastors will be surveyed about their practices, policies, and beliefs concerning weddings and 
premarital counseling. The focus is asking whether these ministers operate outside of quadrant 
one; marriages in the church, with premarital counseling. If they do venture into the other three 
quadrants, how do they do this and what has been their experience? 
The second survey interviews 38 former client couples who have received premarital 
counseling, but were outside of the church. Before they meet the researcher, they would most 
likely have been in quadrant four, a marriage outside the church and without premarital 
counseling. These clients transitioned from quadrant four to quadrant three after encountering the 
researcher and was convinced to receive premarital counseling from the researcher. 
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 “Grounded Theory” undergirds the approach of this survey. Townsend defines Grounded 
Theory as a “research strategy designed to study people and process in their natural context.”1 
The surveys used here go beyond beliefs or opinions; rather they seek to capture the real 
experiences that both the ministers and the couples. Townsend continues, “as a research strategy, 
it uses constant-comparison2 to examine raw data (interviews and written statements in this case) 
and discover concepts and relationships that can be organized into an explanatory framework.”3 
It is qualitative research that “does not rely on statistical analysis of large, random samples, 
instead, it studies smaller samples and tries to understand them in depth by expanding the sample 
and collecting data until interviews or other methods produce no new information.”4 This is the 
preferred approach in dealing with each of the two focus groups. 
Validity and Instrumentation 
 
This project required the creation of two surveys to two separate populations. The first 
group was a sample of pastors, ministers, and officiants. Respondents in this group, though 
varied in age and experience, work very actively in the ministry of weddings and premarital 
counseling, either on an individual level or a denominational level. The survey focused on four 
areas: 
                                                                
1 Loren L. Townsend, Introduction to Pastoral Counseling (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2009), xi. 
2 Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory; Strategies for Qualitative 
Research, Observations (Chicago, IL: Aldine Publishing, 1967), 28-52. Glaser & Straus suggest Grounded theory 
helps explain how a part of the social world works. They use it is “a theory that emerges from and is 
therefore connected to the reality the theory is developed to explain.” The constant-comparative method can take a 
small sample size to develop a theory that can be applied to social units of any size. 
3 Townsend, xi. 
4 Ibid.  
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1. Basic demographic information such as age, gender, marital status, tenure, 
denomination, and church size.  
2. Education (formal and informal) and training. Specifically, the survey asks, “How well 
has your education prepare you for ministry to couples?”  
3. The number of weddings that each minister has performed and how they conduct/ 
approach the premarital counseling.  
4. Policies: personal and church policies that guide the clergy on if and how they work 
with couples.  
The full survey is found in Appendix 1. 
Discussion of the Survey for Pastors 
The selection of respondents went through many channels. The researcher contacted the 
alumni departments at his college and seminary,5 various social networks such as Linked-In and 
Facebook were utilized, as well as personal networks of ministers passionate about weddings and 
marriage ministry. 
Demographics 
The first section of the survey deals with demographics. Most of the ministers who 
responded were male (90%) and married (95%). One respondent identified as single and one 
identified as divorced. It was here the hegemony began to break up within the group. Of the 
ministers who responded, 51% were between 45-59 years of age. 24% were over 60. 19% were 
30-44, and only 5% were younger than 29. Denominationally, this was a diverse group of 
respondents. Of the thirty-seven who responded, there was one minister from each of the 
                                                                
5 Emmanuel College, Franklin Springs GA. Columbia Theological Seminary, Decatur GA. 
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following denominations: Lutheran, Independent, Church of God, Wesleyan, and Reformed 
Episcopalian. Two identified themselves as Catholic, two as Christian, two as Pentecostal, four 
as some form of Baptist, four as Presbyterian, six as United Church of Christ and eleven as Non-
Denominational. Overall, a variety of beliefs and denominational positions were present. 
Regarding years of ministry experience, there were only three ministers who reported the 
length of time being less than five years. The largest group, sixteen, found themselves in the 10-
20 years range, with seven in the 21-30 years range, and eleven in the 31-40 years range. Only 
one minister did not answer this question. A very seasoned and experienced group overall. 
 
Figure 1: Congregation Size 
The respondents came from various church sizes, ranging from less than 100 to over 
1,000. Three ministers did not respond to the question. Fourteen ministers had small 
congregations of 100 or less; twelve ministers had mid-size congregations between 100 and 500 
and nine ministers served larger churches with 500 or more. 
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%
over 1000
750-1000
500-750
250-500
100-250
50-99
less than 50
Q 8. What is the approximate size of your congregation?
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Education 
 
Figure 2: Level of Education 
The second section deals with education and training. The researcher was interested in 
education and preparedness, especially in the area of working with engaged couples. The clear 
majority held graduate or doctoral degrees. The ministers responded about the number of 
college-level courses they had taken in crucial areas: Counseling, Marriage and Family, and 
Marriage / Premarital preparation. Most respondents took an average of two to four courses in 
college or seminary in these areas.  
 
Figure 3: Continuing Education 
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%
Post Graduate/ Doctoral Degree
Graduate degree
Bachelor degree
Associate degree
Some college but no degree
High school degree or equ (e.g., GED)
Q 9. What is the highest level of school you have completed or 
the highest degree you have received?
0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5
Marriage Preparation
Marriage and Family
Counseling
Average Number of courses
Q 11. How many seminars/ training/ conferences/ continuing 
education courses have you attended in theses subject areas?
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It was particularly interesting to see the results concerning continuing education as the 
numbers there varied dramatically. The respondents responded to, “How many 
seminars/training/conferences/continuing education courses have you attended in these subject 
areas?” The averages were higher, with many of the respondents indicating an equal or greater 
number of continuing education pursuits than courses taken in college or seminary. It appears 
that the real-life needs and the desire for better practical counseling skills motivated many 
respondents to seek more training after their college or seminary classes. 
Barlow bemoans the lack of parameters or direction from denominations concerning 
models and training. This eventually trickles down to the schools and seminaries. She finds that 
the “wording in denominational policies is vague as to the purpose and content of premarital 
counseling.”6 Her research found that denominations agree that it is a good thing, but they have 
no clear direction on how it to do it. She continues, “This lack of specificity leads to premarital 
counseling that is inconsistent and not as effective as possible.”7 So the ministers find themselves 
going to get the tools on their own after their education. 
Number of Weddings 
Regarding the number of weddings performed, the experience ranged from seasoned to 
novice. Of the thirty-eight ministers surveyed, thirty-five responded to the experience question. 
Eight respondents (23%) reported 500 weddings or more, with three of those ministers reporting 
over 1,000, and one of them reporting 2,732 total weddings. Eight ministers (23%) reported 
having performed between 100 and 500. The majority, which was nineteen ministers (54%), 
reported performing less than 100 weddings. So a rough estimate from these 38 ministers is 
                                                                
6 Barlow,  4. 
7 Ibid. 
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15,000 weddings at least. A substantial number, 30,000 individual people, are directly impacted 
by 38 ministers in these weddings, not counting relatives and guests associated with the couples. 
Policies and Guidelines 
Personal and church policies guide the clergy on who and how they work with couples. 
The first question in this section asked, “Does your church allow non-members to have their 
weddings in your sanctuary?” Nine of the respondents did not answer the question (24%). 
Twenty-five of the ministers (66%) said yes, their current church would allow non-member 
weddings. Four ministers said their church would not allow it (10%). 
For those who answered “no,” the reasons varied. One of the ministers offered the caveat 
that one of the two must be a member. Some of the other reasons given are as follows:  
1. A pastor who was a church planter always worked in rented facilities, so weddings were 
commonly held at various locations.  
2. Some stressed that it would have to include counseling.8  
3. Another responded that his answer was based primarily on his role as a “Denominational 
Leader,” with no clarification.  
4. Another minister placed the onus on the requirements of the church and not on 
counseling. As long as those requirements are met, they could move forward.  
5. One cited a common requirement, “But there is a requirement of active engagement with 
the congregation for six months.” 
                                                                
8 One minister clarified that they would work with the non-member couple if they went through the pre-
marital process “which includes "Prepare/Enrich or SYMBIS." 
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This common local church approach is spelled out by Norman Wright. 9 From a sample 
offered by the First Baptist Church, “The minister will tentatively inform you by the end of the 
first counseling session whether he can officiate your wedding” The sample church policy 
continues: 
A church wedding is a service of worship to almighty God. The 
significance of such a service can best be appreciated by those who 
regularly participate in church. Therefore, for couples who have no present 
church relationship, the minister will require attendance at this church’s 
services of worship for a certain number of weeks before the wedding, and 
will also want to discuss your religious beliefs.10 
 
Herein lies the tension. The church is in a unique position to minister to couples in need, but 
often the church puts up barriers that prevent the couples from accessing the church. Wilmoth 
again deals with the tension the clergy encounter when they meet with a couple that is 
cohabitating. He identifies, “Clergy provide the vast majority of marriage preparation in the 
United States, and premarital education is associated with improved marital satisfaction and 
commitment.”11 Wilmoth recognizes the unique position in which clergy find themselves in. He 
notes that even though clergy carry the bulk of the load, providing 90% of marriage preparation, 
others have called for more.12 Clergy have a choice. They can either turn the cohabitating couple 
away at the door or walk with them through the process.  
                                                                
9 H. Norman Wright, The Premarital Counseling Handbook (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1992), 27. 
10 Ibid., 29. 
11 Joe D Wilmoth and Samantha Smyser, "A National Survey of Marriage Preparation Provided by Clergy," 
Journal of Couple & Relationship Therapy 11, no. 1 (2012): 69. 
12 Wilmoth & Smyser explain, many have signed on to Community Marriage Policies, “setting minimum 
standards for marriage preparation for any couple whose weddings they perform.” Ibid. The main thrust of the study 
suggests simply the more sessions, the better. 
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In a stance that is anti-traditional, another minister wrote, “I am in an evangelistic 
position as a reverend; I officiate weddings between a man and a woman that the church refuses 
due to judging and traditions that are not biblical based.” Another took an evangelistic position 
stating, “We want to serve the community; we want our community to understand that we exist 
more to give than any other value.” So, in the mind of this minister, weddings are a service 
provided to the community. 
When asked about performing ceremonies outside of the church, the responses were 
overwhelmingly positive. While six of the respondents did not answer the question (16%), all 
who did respond to the question, said they would perform a ceremony outside of the church 
building. But the comments were also enlightening. One of the respondents saw weddings 
outside of the church building as a positive thing, “Wherever the couple wants, especially if it 
will engage their families more in the service.” Another minister built on this idea stating, “Yes. 
Mostly outside. Sometimes an indoor wedding ceremony can come across as stilted or religious 
even though that is not our heart or attitude in the least. We want to redefine Jesus as God who 
comes to us.” One minister took on a very evangelistic approach to ceremonies, “Most of my 
weddings are for unchurched, those with no church connection.” Another will do outside 
weddings only, “at the request of church members or family and friends...I typically do not offer 
these services to the general public.” Some ministers felt strongly in the survey that the wedding 
service is a service for churched people or believers. Others felt open to weddings being 
evangelistic. Some took the wedding to be a charge or duty to evangelize or work with 
unchurched couples. Those who felt strongly about evangelism also tended to work with higher 
numbers of couples. They went out of their way to reach more couples. 
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Figure 4: Premarital Counseling 
 
In terms of premarital counseling, most perform premarital counseling while some refer 
out. Some of the larger church ministers do not perform the counseling themselves, instead of 
making use of their “Church Counseling Center.” One minister who is not involved in the 
premarital process said, “We have trained couples with healthy, long-term marriages to do that.” 
Another pastor who is a church planter said he refers his couples back to “the program at the 
large church that planted ours, or private counselors--I leave it up to the couple, but I do require 
premarital work.” Because of time constraints, he cannot perform it himself. Some do it only if 
asked to do so. And some simply said they did not. 
 Stahmann and Hiebert stress the need for the pastor to examine the readiness of the 
couple. They feel that “the belief that a couple who had been thoroughly examined would not be 
susceptible to divorce gave the clergy the ultimate responsibility for determining the outcome of 
the marriage. ”13 The pastors that conduct the wedding hold some responsibility for the couples’ 
continued growth and success. Stahmann and Hiebert discuss the tension of all clergy, dealing 
with couples who “primarily want to have their relationship legalized and are not particularly 
                                                                
13 Stahmann and Hiebert, 210. 
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
No
Yes
Q 16. Do you perform pre-marital counseling?
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interested in seeing it either as explicitly religious or symbolizing or initiating their participation 
in active church life.”14 We cannot resolve this tension; this is our calling to interact with the 
world. They continue:  
Clergy who have difficulty with ambiguity or need to have their role and path clearly 
spelled out will no doubt experience tension. To resolve the tension, they will want to 
move in one direction or the other. They will either prefer to avoid marriages in which 
the couple does not meet denominational expectations regarding the religious nature of 
their behavior, or they will move in the other direction by giving up any kind of 
premarital counseling and performing all weddings. We would like to suggest, however 
that tension is part of life. To resolve that tension in one direction might be easier, but we 
suspect that such a resolution would detract from the challenges, growth, and excitement 
of being in the ministry.15  
 
 
 
Figure 5: Curriculum 
 
The survey then asks about curriculum. Of the thirty-one respondents, nineteen (61%) 
answered that they did not use a curriculum. For those who answered that they do (39%), the 
main tool referenced was Prepare/ Enrich. Three respondents said they used self-made 
curriculums. 
                                                                
14 Ibid., 43. 
15 Ibid. 
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After reviewing various programs, Coffee16 found that pastors do value premarital 
education. Many used a curriculum, whereas some did not. There was no overwhelmingly 
popular resource. He notes that rural and bi-vocational pastors are less likely to use a set 
curriculum. Indicating, perhaps, that for every context, ministers need more training. 
 
 
Figure 6: Couple Inventory/ Survey 
While many pastors did not use a set curriculum, the clear majority did use a couple-
inventory tool of some kind. Regarding premarital sessions, most fell in the range of three, four, 
or five sessions. Wilmoth found that four or more sessions were better than none or just one. 
Some even suggesting five to seven, beginning six months to a year out. Premarital assessments 
were seen as extremely important, with PREPARE being the most important. He also noted the 
benefit of mentor couples, and homework for the couples to complete. Topics for premarital 
sessions should be those that focus on marital satisfaction.17 Many pastors have signed on to 
                                                                
16 Coffee. 
17 Michael M. Olson et al., "Emotional Processes Following Disclosure of an Extramarital Affair," Journal 
of Marital and Family Therapy 28, no. 4 (2002): 74. They suggest, “The following topics should be included in 
marriage preparation since research has associated them with marital satisfaction: communication, conflict 
resolution, social support, careers, children, life stressors and transitions, and family background.” Other researchers 
extend the list to include, “family-of-origin effects; socioeconomic factors, such as age, education, income, and 
occupation; personality traits; similarity of attitudes, values, and beliefs; interactional history such as length and 
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Community Marriage Policies, “setting minimum standards for marriage preparation for any 
couple whose weddings they perform.”18  
 
Figure 7: Membership Requirements 
 
The next question dealt with membership. Is membership a requirement? Membership for 
one respondent simply meant a price break for members. For some of the respondents, the 
question of membership requirement brought a very negative response. One felt, “The love of 
God doesn't require membership, and it's a great way to have an influence on young couple's 
lives no matter if they belong to your church or not.” Another minister said, “No. To do that 
merely perpetuates the sort of religiosity we avoid.” One pastor altered the requirement by 
insisting he must be present. He qualified, “The chief requirement is that I preside at all 
weddings held in our church. Exceptions are made for pastors/congregations that I know 
personally and are in relationship with our church (e.g., ecumenical partners) who simply need a 
larger venue (our Meeting House is the largest church auditorium/sanctuary in town). I also am 
open to co-presiding with another pastor that is somehow connected with the bride and groom.” 
                                                                
nature of acquaintance, cohabitation, premarital sex, and premarital pregnancy; and interactional processes such as 
communication, conflict, and consensus.” 
18 Wilmoth and Smyser,  69. 
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 Another pastor offered a loose “yes,” with some exceptions. He said it was “not required, 
but non-members must do an extra session of counseling so that I can get to know them better 
and evaluate the relationship.” If the couple are not members, they “must be active in the 
community for a minimum of six months.” 
 
 
Figure 8: Non-Believer Ceremonies 
 
When asked about marrying two believing members outside of the church, the response 
was 100% yes with little discussion. Then the survey asked about two believers outside or non-
members. The numbers were very confusing in this question. While it was 100% yes for those 
who answered, there were certainly some caveats. The researcher was expecting the number to 
be close to 100% but was very surprised at some of the comments. 
Some were open and saw the very question as troubling. One suggested, “Absolutely!!! 
Nowhere in the new testament [sic] does Jesus say you have to get married in a church building.” 
Another offered, “Why put up a roadblock to a Christian couple? If you have time, why not be a 
kingdom person?” And another suggested, “It's about the couple not about the institution of the 
church at this point. Weddings in church buildings are more tradition than Biblical [sic]. The first 
wedding was in the garden. Why try to limit Gods presence to a specific address?”  
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Q 22. Would you perform a ceremony for two non-believers?
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 While this project suggests that weddings have an evangelistic approach, one minister 
countered, “I don't see weddings as a form of evangelism but as a service that as a Pastor [sic] 
can offer. Whether or not the couple joins our church isn't the point (for me); the point is to be 
available to a couple who wants a religious ceremony and who have placed God on the guest 
list.” 
Some comments were negative or had conditions. One minister brought up the issue of 
cohabitation. “If I have had a conversation with them, they are living at different residences as 
believers, and are, in fact, actual committed followers of Christ.” One said, “Possibly.” Another 
suggested, “Depends on the circumstance. I can't say, not 100% [sic], but would be hesitant and 
may decline based on the situation.” Other ministers qualified, “Only with counseling” or “Only 
if they went through premarital with me.” So there was a tendency for some ministers to pull 
away if the couple were not believers or were living together. 
The final question was possibly the most insightful. Would you marry two non-believers 
outside of the church? Six ministers said no (16%). Twenty-six respondents (68%) said yes. Six 
skipped the question altogether (16%). What was interesting here was that it did not appear that 
any respondents who answered “no” clarified their thoughts in any way. Some of the comments 
centered on theological terms. While one minister gave a light-hearted response,19 the other 
answers showed a thoughtful level of passion. These questions were designed to gather data, they 
also elicit emotional responses. For many ministers, it was hard to get around the belief issue. 
For some ministers to work with the couple, there had to be a faith element present before the 
                                                                
19 One minister recounts that he has “done a couple of these. Namely bikers who pulled into the parking lot 
with a number of their friends. Talked for a bit - explained this isn't the way we advise, but realized they were going 
to a Justice of the Peace if we didn't do it. There they and friends wouldn't hear anything about the need for God to 
succeed in a marriage. (BTW, they insisted that we use their biker names in the ceremony. ("Do you Teddy Bear 
take Froggy to be your lawfully wedded wife? If so, say I do...")” 
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relationship. For others, it was not the faith issue, but counseling that was the requirement. And 
others saw this as their mission field, they went after and accepted the couples regardless of faith 
commitments before the beginning of the relationship. 
Most of the ministers saw this in evangelistic or loving terms. One stated, “There is only 
one Judge [sic]...that is God! A ceremony that leads nonbelievers into a marriage covenant with 
God opens a door for them to be saved. Otherwise, it’s just two more people rejected by the 
church.” Another pastor felt, “They are going to get married by someone. Why not it be me who 
can show them the love of God through serving them? [sic] The ‘unequally yoked’ passage I 
believe has been misapplied to marriage. I've had several couples come to Christ months to years 
after I performed their weddings because I showed them love, grace, and kindness to meet them 
where they were at. [sic]” Another felt, “It can be the gateway to faith and the beginning of a life 
with Jesus at such an important intersection.” 
Two ministers saw it as a privilege from the state. They wrote almost verbatim, “I believe 
that performing civil marriages is an appropriate response to the privileges afforded to ordained 
clergy by the civil authorities.” Some insisted on the service having Christian themes or readings 
or a sermon. One acknowledged, “Yes, but I insist I will mention GOD and JESUS [sic],” while 
another felt there needed to be some movement towards God. He wrote, “probably not, if they 
didn't want any religious language in the ceremony. But I would talk with them. If they were 
seekers, I probably would.” So there was wide agreement that the ceremony needs to be a 
Christian based ceremony. 
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Discussion of Survey for Former Clients 
The second survey group was a sample of former clients that the researcher has worked 
with over the years. The researcher performed the wedding ceremony and the premarital 
counseling for these couples. To date, the researcher worked with over 400 couples, making the 
response from 38 couples almost 10% of former clients. This survey focused on three primary 
areas:  
1. Basic demographic questions such as age, the length of time in the relationship and the 
length of time married.  
2. Faith practice and church attendance.  
3. The process, attitudes, and motives behind seeking out a minister for their wedding. 
These questions examined the premarital process from engagement to marriage.  
The full survey is found in Appendix 2. 
Demographics 
Of the thirty-eight respondents, twenty-four of them (63%) have been married for one 
year or less, with the remaining fourteen couples (37%) having been married between two and 
six years. Nine couples (24%) reported an engagement of less than one year. Whereas, twenty-
nine (76%) of the respondents had an engagement between 1 year and 18 months. For 87% of the 
couples, this was their first marriage. Also, 78% of the respondents do not have children yet 
which is believed to possibly have an effect on the church attendance numbers in the future. 
  
 
 
96 
 
Church Attendance 
  
 
Figure 9: Church Attendance/ Membership 
  
 In terms of church attendance, thirty-three of the couples (89%) were not a member of a 
church or house of worship, and 78% were not looking for a church prior to their marriage. For 
those who attend, 9% said they attend weekly, 9% said they attend monthly, with 21% attending 
a few times a year. Interestingly, 13% said they attended on holidays, but 48% had not attended 
in years. So, for the majority, this is an unchurched group. When speaking about religious 
leanings, 65% of the couples said they have similar religious backgrounds while 35% did not.  
Process, Attitudes, and Motives 
Overall, there were very negative attitudes towards the church. But they were positive 
concerning the researcher or the concept of a minister in general. The majority (80%) of the 
former clients found the researcher online (www.weddingchaplain.com). While some found the 
researcher from out of town, the majority of the clientele were local and not affiliated.  
Some of the respondents were negative, voicing that they “do not participate in organized 
religion or they feel the church teaches “hatred and intolerance.” One respondent felt having to 
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choose between creation and evolution did not make sense. He asked, “Why can’t both have 
happened?” Many spoke about having a spiritual approach to life without the church. One 
respondent says, “I personally am not a fan of organized religion. I believe in spirituality, but do 
not identify with any major religious group.” Some were against evangelism, stating that faith 
should be kept personal. One commented, “I liked the feeling of community, but I did not like 
their drive to go out and try to force it on people or have a prejudice against other religions.” The 
sense from many respondents was that church attendance could be a good thing, but it was not 
necessary to attend a religious service. Religious beliefs could be held without attending church. 
Some respect the idea of attendance and may on occasion choose it for themselves, but for the 
most part, they opt out. One respondent was turned off when faith gets mixed with politics. 
Some of the respondents showed a general ambivalence. One respondent says, “Every 
person has a right to believe, practice and participate in whichever religion they choose with no 
judgment from me.” Others cite belief but not presently in the church due to relocation or life 
change. Some felt if it is for you, then it is for you; if not, then not. Another respondent saw 
church conflict as an issue saying, “We would like to go to church more, but have some concerns 
with the church we both attended growing up because of conflicting ideals. I say a prayer almost 
every night.” 
 Others were more positive and open. One respondent noted, “I do enjoy attending church. 
Sometimes I feel it is difficult to find one that "fits." Another felt “it builds a great sense of 
family and community.” Another respondent observed, “Involving yourselves in faith activities 
can only make your soul and relationships stronger.” And finally, one revealed, “I believe that 
participation and having a relationship with God is the most important thing there is. Church is 
important if you can find a good one.” 
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 What was interesting was how the script changed when asked about having a minister 
perform the ceremony. Some simply treated the process as a vendor-client process. They just 
wanted a professional and not a Judge or Justice of the Peace. A small group (13%) of the 
respondents cited family pressure. One confessed it was “mostly to please the religious branches 
of our respective families.” 
Some were not currently connected to a church and sought out officiant services. While 
so many had negative or ambivalent thoughts concerning the church, it was not the case 
concerning the minister. One respondent states that it “seemed like the right thing to do.” Others 
held a very clear idea that a minister should be involved. Here are some of the various 
comments: 
1. “We both hold Christian values and wanted our wedding to reflect that.”  
2. “Marriage is a sacred thing, and my husband and I wanted it to be blessed.  
3. “I believe incorporating religion in a wedding is vital to your faith and belief in God.”  
4. “Wanted a presence of religion and we had an outside wedding.” 
5. “We felt like it was important to have God present, even though we were married outside, 
we still wanted religion to be involved.” 
6. “Because my husband and I are religious.” 
7. “Because a religious ceremony was important to us.” 
8. “We wanted a person that had a religious background.” 
9. “Because I believe wedding ceremonies should have a religious influence and I felt 
having a minister perform our ceremony would provide us with a positive beginning to 
our new life together.” 
10. “Because a wedding between a man and women is encouraged by God in the Bible and 
can in my opinion only be performed by a man of God.” 
11. “I wanted a Christian person to perform our ceremony. I guess I am old fashioned.”  
12. “Always wanted a religious figure to perform our ceremony. Wife grew up going to 
church and always envisioned a pastor marrying her.” 
13. “We wanted our wedding to have some religion, and we wanted marriage counseling in 
order to have a long-lasting marriage, advice, etc.” 
14. “Because our union isn't just a legal union, we wanted to include God in our marriage.” 
 
It was intriguing to see the reversal or disconnect from the comments to the prior question. The 
respondents were very positive on the minister but did not have the same affinity for the church. 
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Figure 10: Helpfulness of Premarital Counseling 
 
 The most overwhelming number of the study was regarding the premarital counseling. 
The clear majority (93%) felt it was helpful and overwhelmingly positive. For some, it was 
conversations that they had not had before. One spouse felt, “There were some questions there 
that we hadn't considered. It made him open up more, which is rare.” For others, it allowed the 
shift from wedding planning to relationship planning to occur. One groom noticed, “From a 
practical standpoint, it was great to meet David and get a level of comfort with him so that on our 
big day, we weren't stressed about it. Dave gave us great advice going into the wedding day, and 
I was really glad to have him there. From a relationship point, it was great to have the scheduled 
‘dates’ even though I was trying to finish up my doctorate and plan a wedding. Both my spouse 
and I enjoyed that weekly chance to ‘ask each other out’ and set fun ground rules like no talking 
about the wedding, bosses at work, grad school, etc. It was also fun to think back over the 
relationship and remember why I love this woman--as if I had forgotten!” 
Some needed the conflict resolution tools and had no other sources before they came into 
counseling. For some, it reframed the relationship. “Yes, extremely helpful. We still utilize and 
refer to the topics of our counseling, and share them with other couples as well.” “More than 
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
No
Yes
Q 19. Was your pre-marital counseling helpful?
 
 
100 
 
anything it helped to open up communication between the both of us.” “It was good to talk about 
our relationship and our families with a third party. The dating exercises helped as well.” 
What are couples seeking? Sells & Yarhouse lay out nine tasks in creating a good 
marriage. 20 The first two are leaving the family of origin and creating a new family. The third is 
becoming parents. The fourth and fifth tasks are coping with crises and creating a safe place to 
have conflicts. Unfortunately for many couples, the list hits a roadblock here. There is a cycle 
that keeps pulling them back through tasks four and five repeatedly. The sixth task is creating 
and protecting a sex life together. Seven and eight are laughter, sharing interests, and emotional 
nurture. The last task is described as having “Double Vision,” an appreciation of the past and a 
healthy purpose driven sense of the present. 
Couples are sometimes not interested in the process once they realize the work involved 
in dealing with conflict. They simply want to be happy, to have something new, something 
different. They want their problems solved, or one or both of them have moved to a point where 
they want out. Unfortunately, they often bring this dynamic into a new relationship and 
experience a frustrating repeat of the drama. Sells & Yarhouse note that couples are looking for 
the pain they experience to end. “Any couple who fails to manage pain will find themselves 
eventually on the verge of divorce. This is not to say that any couple who has pain will divorce. 
All couples, all people have pain.” 21 There is a need to manage the pain and to learn how to 
manage this pain. The counselor needs to hold both sides together; counselors want to help with 
the pain and at the same time help them manage the pain. Couples in the counseling situation are 
                                                                
20 James Nathan Sells and Mark A. Yarhouse, Counseling Couples In Conflict: A Relational Restoration 
Model (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2011). 
21 Ibid., 19-21. 
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not necessarily looking for new skills; instead, they are looking for a judge. “They are often 
looking for someone who can step in and settle a dispute.” 22 Again, they want the problem to be 
solved where skills are needed more. It is the contention of this study that skills should be 
offered first.  
Overall, the couples seemed open to the relationship with a minister but turned off by the 
concept of church. Once relationship skills began to be imparted, the couples found benefit and 
application. The couples valued the coaching and counseling once they move past the initial 
resistance. 
 
 
 
                                                                
22 Ibid., 22. 
Chapter 4: An Evangelistic Approach to Weddings 
 
The experience of attending a wedding show is overwhelming. Numerous times a year, in 
almost every town in America, there are bridal shows. Excited brides and mostly reluctant 
grooms can go and see all the latest trends, designs, and ideas for weddings. Florists, 
dressmakers, tuxedo fitters, DJs, photographers, and caterers are all there. One vendor whose 
presence is woefully lacking is the church. Today, brides are looking for a minister in the same 
way they are looking for other services. If the bride is a member of a church, her minister will be 
expected to do the service. For the one who is seeking a minister or church, they may not know 
where to start to look or where to find one. 
 For the most part, secular people simply approach the wedding with a vendor/ service 
mentality. As the survey data shows, they probably have a bent away from the church; but at the 
same time, they have a bend towards the role of the minister. George Hunter finds that secular 
people are “essentially ignorant of basic Christianity.”1 They are not bad or wrong in their minds. 
They have a construct of religion that has been pieced together by the media, family, country 
music, and personal experience. It is difficult to bring the good news of Jesus Christ to people 
who already think they are okay. Evangelism is trying to speak about the gift of eternal life to a 
crowd that is not seeking a solution for life after death. Hunter observes that they are rather 
“seeking life before death.”2 This attitude shows up often in the premarital discussion as well.  
                                                                
1 George G. Hunter, How to Reach Secular People (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1992), 44-45. 
2 Ibid. 
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 While the bride and groom are not necessarily looking for the church, the church on 
the flipside is not necessarily looking for them either. Stetzer and Dodds bemoan this 
lackadaisical attitude: 
Dead and Dying churches should concern us all. Today. Millions of Christians attend 
churches that demonstrate little concern for the lost around them. Billions of dollars of 
church property sit idle and unused. God has provided many stagnant churches with 
people, resources, and buildings. God has also given them a calling. He desires them to 
be more than museums of past glory days.3 
It is the job of the minister to engage these couples for the sake of the couple and the church. 
They become the spokesperson and first real encounter with their presuppositions about the 
church. Hunter suggests, “If many secular people have doubts about Christianity’s truth claims, 
they also have a negative image of the Church. Specifically, they doubt the intelligence, 
relevance, and credibility of the church and its advocates.”4 The relevance and credibility that 
engaged couples have built into the wedding process need to be leveraged for evangelism. The 
idea that couples need a minister should extend to the larger idea that couples need God and the 
church. Hunter bemoans the fact that people cannot find the door, the door that leads to life and 
God. The church has simply made it too hard to find.  
The Un-Churched, De-Churched and the Pre-Christian 
Like Richardson, Dreisbach describes these people “as ‘culturally unchurched.’ This 
population does not attend a church. They’re simply not inclined to look to the church or a pastor 
for help with spiritual issues or information about God.”5 Barna suggests that the unchurched 
                                                                
3 Stetzer and Dodson, 19. 
4 Hunter, 47. 
5 Bruce Roberts Dreisbach, The Jesus Plan: Breaking Through Barriers to Introduce the People You Know 
to the God You Love (Colorado Springs, CO: Waterbrook Press, 2002), 26. He continues, “When a believer is in 
deliberate, frequent, genuinely motivated contact with non-Christians and has the basic skills to build relationships, 
trust will develop in such relationships to the point of openness. Open non-Christians can then have the gospel 
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comprises of one-third of the U.S. population.6 Along with the unchurched. Brown discusses the 
de-churched: 
Within the ranks of Christendom, a particular subset needs to be considered. It is a 
growing segment of adult Christians known as the “de-churched.” Unlike unchurched 
individuals who never had a meaningful relationship with the church; de-churched 
individuals once were active congregants within the church. In fact, many of these 
individuals grew up in the church; but, now they no longer affiliate with a church or 
denomination. It is estimated that there are approximately twelve million formerly 
churched adults in America. Significantly, over sixty percent of these adults still profess 
faith in God and consider themselves Christians.7 
Brown suggests that the number one reason for the departure of these peoples is, 
“disenchantment with the pastor/church.”8 These people saw something in the life of the pastor 
or the members of the church that did not line up with their ideas of Christianity. In short, they 
experienced poor treatment. 
Richardson says this is where the church needs to engage the culture and get beyond 
battling past experiences or pre-conceived notions. He uses the term pre-Christian instead of 
unchurched implying a more fluid state of journey or relationship. He wants to ask questions 
before churches set their structure and strategy. He asks, “Do we start with who we are and 
figure out what we can do to reach people?”9 This is unfortunately where most churches begin. 
The church by default ends up “asking the pre-Christian to adapt her needs to our structures.” 
Instead, Richardson wants to “look at who the pre-Christian is and what it will take to reach her? 
                                                                
explained in a clear and relevant way and have the opportunity to respond to the claims of Christ. If the believer also 
has basic skills in helping the new believer get started on the road of discipleship, the process can be completed.” 67. 
6 Barna, 22. 
7 Mark Richard Brown, “By This They Will Know: Discipleship Principles to Transform the Church” 
(Liberty University, 2012), accessed June 7, 2016, http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/doctoral/596. See also Robert 
C. Fuller, Spiritual, But Not Religious: Understanding Unchurched America (NY: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
8 Brown, 42. 
9 Rick Richardson, Evangelism Outside the Box: New Ways to Help People Experience the Good News 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 26. 
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If we start with this question, we are pushed to adapt our strategy to her needs and let go of 
structures and strategies that exclude her.” 10 Richardson continues by describing the process of 
the Pre-Christian: 
Pre-Christians today go through a process. They are befriended, accepted, loved. Their 
soul is then awakened to its existence, to its spiritual hunger and to the possibility of 
Jesus. They join an attractive community to experience love and to explore and 
experience God. The Gospel addresses their hurt and their sin and their longing for 
identity and a sense of self, and they convert. The Spirit then begins to transform them 
from the inside out.11 
Two Approaches 
Dreisbach discusses two models that drive churches in their evangelistic models and 
structures. Both are biblical, but they steer the church in two very different directions. The first 
model is based on Acts 2:24, “They devoted themselves to the apostles teaching and to 
fellowship. To the breaking of bread and prayer.” This church focuses on the worship service; 
attendance in a building in corporate worship is a priority. There is much attention placed on 
teaching sessions, classes, and seminars. The church also places emphasis on fellowship events 
for those who are members or current attendees. Unfortunately, evangelism activities are at the 
end of the priority list. 
The second model is based on the Great Commission in Matthew 28:18-20. “Then Jesus 
came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you” This model 
focuses on forming ‘Pre-Christian relationships’ or friendships first. Building these friendships 
should be the believer’s top priority. This relationship building process is a practical following of 
                                                                
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 60. 
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the Great Commission.  These friendships lead to support groups and training courses for those 
outside the church who have need of what is inside the church. These churches also focus on 
“Celebration Events” centered on the accomplishments of seekers or those growing in certain 
areas of their lives. Dreisbach suggests, “All other church functions are designed to follow and 
support this priority.”12 In short, evangelism needs to rise back to the top of the priority list for 
many churches. 
In describing a new approach, there must be evangelistic change and new emphases. 
Stetzer’s 7th Principle states, “Comeback Churches recognized, purposefully planned for, and 
utilized ‘doors of entry’ to the church.”13 These doors of evangelism can be big events or special 
Sundays or specific ministries such as a marriage preparation or divorce recovery. For this 
project, the special ministry focus should be on working with and preparing young couples for 
marriage. 
Contextualization 
  
 The struggle between engaged couples and church policy is a matter of contextualization. 
It is not easy work, but it is necessary. It is the church’s job to enter the world of the secular 
person and bring new meaning and relevance. The church needs to show that what they have in 
the message of the Gospel is relevant and useful. Tim Keller observes:  
To contextualize with balance and successfully reach people in a culture, we must both 
enter the culture sympathetically and respectfully confront the culture where it 
contradicts biblical truth. If we simply “blast” away—railing against the evils of 
culture—we are unlikely to gain a hearing among those we reach. Nothing we say to 
them will gain traction; we will be written off and dismissed. We may feel virtuous for 
being bold, but we will have failed to honor the gospel by putting it in its most 
compelling form. On the other hand, if we simply drill—affirming and reflecting the 
                                                                
12 Dreisbach, 102-04. 
13 Stetzer and Dodson, 109. 
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culture and saying things that people find acceptable—we will rarely see anyone 
converted. 14 
 
Keller point out some of  the philosophical and cultural side effects of turning away couples due 
to policy. Taking a policy stand can almost definitely ensure the window has closed for these 
people later in life. Keller continues and calls for “practical, active contextualization because it 
requires us to be proactive, imaginative, and courageous at every step.”15 The conversation has to 
be initiated by the church. Keller concludes, “Active contextualization involves a three-part 
process: entering the culture, challenging the culture, and then appealing to the listeners.”16 The 
wedding world is devoid of the church’s presence. The church needs to re-engage and take its 
rightful chair at the table. The church needs to challenge the culture, not from afar and not 
through disengagement, but rather by sitting down with the couple in conversation. The appeal 
grows when the church can share what it knows, what it has been trained to do and introduce 
them to the living, powerful God. 
 As previously stated, the conversation needs to begin in a premarital state but needs to 
continue and grow into a discipling relationship after the wedding. Marks suggests, “The day of 
the wedding is just a beginning for the couple. Performing a wedding is like giving birth to a 
child, one that is not abandoned after birth. When this on-going mindset is adopted, then the 
preparation, as well as the time invested in the couple, will significantly increase.”17 
Guyette discusses contextual and church issues on a conversational level. He sees a 
cultural situation concerning the idea of family that rivals the chaos found in the times of the 
                                                                
14 Timothy J. Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 119. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 120. 
17 Marks, 99. 
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prophets.18 It is something that needs to be engaged. Churches cannot retreat into their walls. He 
creates a conversation between Conservative Protestants, Mainline Protestants, and Catholics. He 
makes the case that the church, whether Evangelical, Protestant, or Catholic should begin 
looking over the fence to see what others are saying and doing. The church should be paying 
attention to what others are doing and saying well. How the church defines family and marriage 
on a local level can be enhanced by understanding what those around them might believe. To be 
truly evangelistic, the church needs to understand who it is they are talking to and what they are 
saying. If a Protestant pastor is speaking with a couple with a general Catholic background, that 
pastor needs to know how the couple defines certain terms.  
Conservative Protestants focus on a relationship with God, marriage as a lifelong 
covenant between a man and a woman, and children being a blessing from God. They are usually 
Pro-Life and see God as having ordained three institutions: the church, the family, and the 
government. Mainline Protestantism focuses on the families found in scripture. And in those 
families, things are not as clean and systematic as Conservative Protestants would present. 
Rather, “God loves, accepts, and works with whatever family God finds, broken or whole.”19 
Abraham and David are hardly fathers of the year. And the father of the Prodigal Son does not 
treat each son equally. Even Jesus states in Mark 8:3420 that family must be denied in order to 
follow him. Mainlines value the image of the early church being a makeup of “inclusive, non-
hierarchical communities of rich and poor, women and men, Jew and Gentile.”21 In Catholicism, 
                                                                
18 Fred Guyette, "Families, Pastoral Counseling, Scripture: Searching For The Connections," Journal of 
Pastoral Counseling 38 (2003): 5. 
19 Ibid., 8. 
20 Mark 8:34, “Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: “Whoever wants to be my 
disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 
21 Guyette,  9. 
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the view of family grows from the Catechism. Catholics value the story of Jesus at the wedding 
at Cana. His presence is a confirmation of the goodness of marriage.22  
Guyette sees a competing dialogue between Conservative Protestants, Mainline 
Protestants and Catholics, with all three being attractive on some level. But it is this competition 
that “led an earlier generation of psychologists to avoid religion and seek a more empirical 
foundation for the field of psychology.”23 But many have recently seen an error in leaving faith 
out of the conversation. Scholars like Enright and Ashby have used forgiveness models built 
from Christian scriptures like Ephesians 4:32, “Be ye kind one to another, tender-hearted and 
forgiving each other, even as God in Christ forgave you.” There is an intersection between 
scripture with secular modern family psychology or general ideas held in today’s culture. They 
provide a model very different from the modern culture. Guyette calls secular family counseling 
back to scripture as a guide; allowing the stories and characters to intersect with the client.24  
 The culture is crying out to the church for assistance. It is imperative that the church 
respond. For Marks, it is clear, “The answer appears to be in the saying, ‘an ounce of prevention 
is worth a pound of cure.’ The answer to unhappy marriages and ultimately divorce is solid 
premarital training aimed at teaching good skills in communication and conflict resolution as 
                                                                
22 Guyette quotes the Familiaris Consortio. He speaks of four special tasks for each Catholic family: (1) 
Forming a community of persons in mutual self-giving. (2) Serving life, by bringing children into the world, and by 
passing on spiritual values and traditions throughout the life cycle. (3) Participating in the development of society. 
(4) Sharing in the life and mission of the Church. Ibid., 11. 
23 Ibid., 14. 
24 Scripture combined with Family Systems Therapy allows us to see how families struggle with pain, good 
and evil, greed, revenge. A story like the tale of Joseph in Genesis speaks very clearly to family dynamics that 
people can relate to. Books such as Psalms give a voice to people that speaks to their pain and emotions. Psalms 
allows people to express their anger at the enemies, life in general, and even to God. See Guyette. 
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well as emphasizing the permanence of marriage.”25 The church needs to take the issue of 
marriage seriously both within its wall and outside as well. 
Dealing with Cohabitation 
In developing an approach to cohabitating couples, the church has to be clear on their 
moral principles and at the same time follow a calling to go into all the world. Seenath suggests:  
In ministering to cohabitants outside of the community of faith the church must develop a 
program that is based on the principles of the Bible, understand the social context in 
which it exists, be conversant with legislation concerning cohabitation, compassionately 
counsel cohabitants, help them to become true worshipers, and thus, assimilate them into 
fellowship.26  
But what should be done with the couple that is not ready to make sweeping changes to their 
lifestyle? Seenath continues, “When faced with situations where cohabitants do not wish to get 
married immediately or may not be able to do so for various reasons, the church must patiently 
work with them in the hope that marriage can be realized.”27 There are issues of finances, 
commitment issues, and/ or a false belief in the idea of a trial marriage. All of these issues need 
to be dealt with. Seenath suggests a concept used by professional counselors called the 
Parenthetical Hour. He offers: 
This is the practice of parenthesizing or bracketing a person’s sins in order to attentively 
listen to their heart. The counselor is not condoning sins by so doing; rather through 
“parenthetical hour” the counselor provides opportunity for free dialogue in a manner that 
does not make the person being counseled feel condemned. In this framework cohabitants 
will be encouraged to discuss their problems and the precipitating factors that led them to 
living thus. The Samaritan woman found in Christ the love and care which she ardently 
                                                                
25 Marks, 3. Marks continues, “It is at this point that premarital training becomes vitally important. If 
marriages are healthy then children are healthy. If families are healthy then society becomes healthy. If society 
becomes healthy then America becomes healthy. It all hinges on the health and well-being of the couples who are 
getting married in America If premarital couples can be taught and trained on how to “do” marriage well then this 
tide of devastation can and will be turned back.” 
26 Seenath, 111-12. 
27 Ibid., 114. 
 
 
111 
 
longed for. The story as such provides not only an account of a real occurrence, but also a 
structural model for pastoral interventions in cohabitational relationships. Since this 
episode forms a biblical foundation for treating with cohabitants from a Christian 
perspective, much attention should be given to the details surrounding this encounter.28 
An Evangelistic Strategy 
The non-Christian couple gets engaged, and the wedding date has been tentatively set. 
There is a lot that must happen in a short amount of time. That is true of wedding planning, and it 
is also true of evangelism, counseling, and conversion. There is the hope that much can happen 
in a short amount of time. Mark Driscoll describes the traditional approach to evangelism as a 
“shotgun wedding.”29 There are generally two venues for evangelism, the sermon or one-on-one 
evangelism. The person can respond to the sermon with an altar call or agree to the brief 
evangelistic exchange of the Gospel. Driscoll instead recommends an evangelism in which 
“people are called to come and see the transformed lives of God’s people before they are called 
to repent of sin and trust in God.”30 The idea is that evangelism is a process or a “dating 
relationship” instead of the shotgun wedding. He suggests conversion is longer than a 
momentary exchange, more like a continual dialogue. Driscoll contends, “the transformed lives 
of people in the church are both the greatest argument for, and the greatest explanation of the 
gospel. Therefore, it welcomes non-Christians into the church, not so much through evangelistic 
programs as through informal relationships like Jesus developed.”31 The goal is building a 
relationship of trust. He continues, “As trust is earned over time, lost people will often speak 
                                                                
28 Ibid., 10. 
29 Mark Driscoll, The Radical Reformission: Reaching Out Without Selling Out (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2004), 66-68. 
30 Ibid., 68. 
31 Ibid., 68-69. In this same vein, the researcher never meets couples in the “church office,” it is always at a 
local coffee shop or eatery. 
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with their Christian friends about ‘our church’ before they speak about ‘our God.’ Often, they 
convert first to the church and friendships with its members, and second to God, whom they meet 
in their friendships and experiences in the church.”32 This process is longer but more fruitful. 
In today’s culture, it is the experience that matters to people. Driscoll outlines the five 
types of “economy” and describes “experience-based economy” as the highest. He suggests in 
this economy, “people are not provided with an external commodity or goods but are given an 
experience that provides an internal memory.”33 It is the role of the pastor both in the counseling 
situation and the wedding to provide a memorable experience. This process can build a lifetime 
relationship. Driscoll concludes, “Evangelism to our growing experience economy will require 
Christians and churches to steep the gospel in the culture with increasing creativity, hospitality, 
and authenticity.”34 It is this mindset that leads us to engage the wedding world. The experience 
and relationship building process will “blur the lines between evangelism and discipleship, 
enabling non-Christians to learn a great deal about Scripture and the Christian life before making 
a decision for Christ.35 
Hilby contends this is the most effective approach of the missionary or the missional 
church. The church needs to build relationships in the community where it serves. It cannot wait 
for people to come to them; and if they come, they should not be turned away. While attractional 
models still work, it is the relational model that shows people that you care. The church needs to 
involve and invest in the lives of people. Hilby wants to move away from an attractional model 
to a missional model in hopes of reaching the community. Churches need to “tap into the 
                                                                
32 Ibid., 69. 
33 Ibid., 71.  
34 Ibid., 73. 
35 Ibid. 
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resulting inclination by intentionally involving ourselves with others.”36 In the case of engaged 
couples, the church needs to become the pursuer. The believer in building relationships needs to 
become a person of peace. A missional church uses worship, apologetics, and prayer; not just 
attraction. For the missional community, counseling and servant evangelism is crucial.  
The wedding process is a powerful way to engage the community. In the same way, a 
church would host an after-school program, food drive, or shelter. Working with couples is 
community service. Garland, Wolfer, and Myers37 looked at the concept of Community 
Ministries and how they thrive within congregations. They studied 35 Christian congregations 
from all over the country. The churches that were studied were known for their participation in 
community ministry. The study revealed that “congregations who are actively engaged in their 
communities address the social and economic needs of persons and families beyond their 
membership, particularly those who are poor, and strengthen the social fabric of their 
neighborhoods.”38 The churches do not just stumble onto success; rather it intentionally 
cultivates a strong culture of supporting community ministries even before anyone proposes a 
new community ministry. Again, the idea of premarital work is not something that should land 
on the desk of the pastor alone, but it should become a passion of the church. 
                                                                
36 Stephen G. Hilby, “Becoming a Missional Church in an Attractional World: A Strategy For Reaching 
Unchurched People Through The South Tracy Community Church” (2009), accessed December 13, 2013, 
https://anderson.on.worldcat.org/search?queryString=no:428735872. Quoting George Barna, the foundation of 
evangelism is relationships. “The church must therefore encourage its people to go out of the church building into 
the community and intentionally build bridges to them. Only in this way, rather than the cloistered manner of so 
many of our churches, can the church truly present the loving gospel. Rather than waiting for the people to come to 
the church, the church must go to the people. Rather than wait for them to ask us about Christ, we must go to them 
with the love of Christ.” 137. 
37 Diana R. Garland, Terry A. Wolfer, and Dennis R. Myers, "How 35 Congregations Launched and 
Sustained Community Ministries," Social Work & Christianity 35, no. 3 (2008). 
38 Ibid., 229. 
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An established church already has a connection to the community and knows their needs. 
The church assesses the need along with how it fits with the church’s capacity and passion for 
dealing with it. Garland et al. suggest that the church needs to become a read and respond 
culture. They read the scriptures and then determined what they needed to do. Church leaders 
encourage congregational involvement so that it is not just the pastor or leadership team driving 
the program; it is the church as a whole. Garland et al. determined that a successful community 
ministry needs to “be at the heart of congregational life, it needs to be supported in all aspects of 
the community—worship, Christian education, and pastoral vision.”39  
Preaching on Wedding Day 
 
The actual conduct and message of the minister during the wedding ceremony is crucial. 
This is a major event and it requires much attention from the pastor in ensuring that things run 
smoothly on that day. While the Sunday morning message remains the main priority for the 
pastor during that week, the numerous things that compete for the attention of the pastor’s time 
during the week should not turn the wedding into an annoyance or just another thing that gets in 
the way. Such conflict will very likely impact the event negatively. Gibson suggests, “The key to 
a healthy preaching diet—for a preacher and the congregation—is to plan well ahead of time, 
carving out a schedule that will take into consideration the spiritual maturity and needs of the 
church.”40 Planning ahead allows the preacher to be ready for and welcome the opportunities to 
preach well at weddings and funerals and other special events. 
 Special event preaching is not time-off preaching or extra preaching. They still need to 
incorporate strong theology and should not be treated as an interruption for the preacher; they 
                                                                
39 Ibid., 252. 
40 Gibson, 17. 
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need full and immediate focus. Gibson continues, “The purpose of any special-occasion sermon 
is to give a clear, listener-sensitive, biblically based word to men and women who are sometimes 
eager and often desperate to hear it.”41 In crafting the message, the minister must work with the 
couple to make sure the message and ceremony do several things. First and foremost, to the 
couple, they want to hear something about them and for them. Much of what is said is a 
recounting of the couple’s story and a charge for their future. Often, a pastor can get bogged 
down in describing marital roles in the home or decrying divorce in the culture. These are pre-
marital topics, not necessarily the task to accomplish at the altar. The preacher needs to allow the 
wedding text to speak to the couple and the guests in attendance. Gibson suggests, “The preacher 
should be clear about what the biblical text says, clear about who the listeners are, clear about the 
occasion, and clear about what he or she is going to say.”42 In a short amount of time, the 
minister needs to accomplish a lot, so careful planning is crucial.  
The wedding message is an opportunity to share the gospel. Gibson acknowledges, “the 
wedding sermon also has an evangelistic element to it…We want in our wedding, preaching, as 
Paul urges Titus, to ‘make the teaching about God our Savior attractive’ (Titus 2:10).”43 
Evangelism is a part of the wedding sermon, but it is not the focus. Instead, “our task is to direct 
the couple to their commitment to God and each other.”44 If the minister has taken an 
evangelistic approach and at the same time built a rapport, this day is not the end, but rather the 
                                                                
41 Ibid., 18. 
42 Gibson continues, “The wedding sermon serves as a window to understanding God’s design for 
marriage. It provides the opportunity to help the couple and congregation discern the meaning of marriage and to 
speak about what marriage looks like in the context of the church and its vision of God.” Ibid., 20, 30. 
43 Ibid., 30. 
44 Ibid., 31.  
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beginning of a relationship. The idea of relationship building is seen clearly in a Journey Church 
model described in the following section. 
Decision- Journey Church 
 Towns et al. describe an approach to church life and evangelism known as the “Decision-
Journey Church.”45 They discuss the problem of American evangelism. The main thrust of the 
discussion is that other cultures do not view salvation as a decision,46 but rather as a process, a 
walk, or a discipleship journey. Towns et al. suggest: 
There is a small but growing group of church leaders who say the American church’s 
view of conversion is wrong or significantly imbalanced. They maintain that the church 
has emphasized salvation in an unhealthy way—as an isolated event in which once 
person is saved, he or she is set for eternity and the race is over. They observe that 
decision-based Christianity has produced many conversions but few disciples who are 
living changed lives. We call these groups “decision-journey churches.” They put far less 
emphasis on a one-time decision and far more on the journey connected to a person’s 
decision.47 
 
David Ferguson’s church in Chicago (Community Christian Church) does not use the term 
Christian. rather they use Christ-follower to describe people. Membership is not an important 
concept and not tied to a salvation decision. Ferguson stresses “belonging begins before 
believing.”48 People’s lives change over time. Many people can’t remember when it clicked or 
how, but over time it happened. The church stresses decision points, steps, or markers.  
                                                                
45 Elmer L. Towns, Ed Stetzer, and Warren Bird, 11 Innovations in the Local Church: How Today's 
Leaders Can Learn, Discern and Move Into the Future (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 2007). 
46 Towns et al describe the history of conversion from the pilgrims through the second great awakening. It 
was one event that cemented the way conversions are generally seen in traditional evangelical circles. D.L. Moody 
after an evangelistic meeting and powerful message told the people to go home and think about his words. 
Unbeknownst to him and thousands of others, this was the eve of the great Chicago fire. The fire swept through the 
city killing hundreds. This affected Moody and haunted him the rest of his life. From then on decisions were 
something done there and then after the message, or in other words an altar call. Ibid., 204-08. 
47 Ibid., 199. 
48 Ibid., 132.  
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The focus is always on relationship and growth. Ferguson and Ferguson explain, “To be an 
impact church meant we would be a church that was relentless about impacting people who were 
living outside of a relationship with Jesus. We were never interested in reaching people who 
were already attending a church. Our intent was to reach people who were far from God.”49 
Using this as a guide, the policies and procedures in the church flowed from this philosophy. 
 The researcher interviewed Pat Masek, one of the staff members from Community 
Christian Church.50 The researcher wanted to see how this translated to weddings and premarital 
counseling. Masek describes a situation where there is not “one person that oversees the 
weddings.” Masek describes their guidelines across their various campuses: 
1. “We ask the couples to attend at least four times before one of our pastors will officiate a 
wedding because we believe being a part of a Christian Community is important to the 
success of their marriage. 
2. We require each couple to get Christian premarital counseling, and we give them a list of 
Christian counselors to choose from. 
3. The pastor will meet with them at least once to go over the flow of their service. 
4. Most wedding messages are evangelistic in nature.” 
Concerning being believers or members first, Masek responds, “No, they don't need to be 
believers, but we do stress attending at least four times for the reason I mentioned. And they do 
need to get Christian pre-marital counseling. Many of our locations are rented facilities, so we 
don't have the traditional church facilities that many couples are looking for in planning their 
weddings. I think that probably discourages some people from trying to just ‘use’ the facility and 
pastor so to speak.” He continues, “I guess our whole approach to helping people find their way 
back to God is by treating them like the belong...then they usually realize they do believe. So, 
belong before believe.” The Great Commission calls for the church to make disciples, not get 
                                                                
49 Ferguson and Ferguson, 21. 
50 Pat Masek, Interview by the author. Pittsburgh. April 21, 2016. 
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decisions. For the Journey Church, the approach is to live in community together and grow a 
relationship with Christ. The emphasis here is the relationship that is built between the couple 
and the church. 
People grow and learn over time, but people change at emotional or perceived milestones 
in their lives, such as graduations, weddings, child-bearing, loss and death. Marriage is a season 
when people are open to change. Churches should be eager to seize upon this opportunity. Often 
the church is not open to couples from outside of the church; and for those inside the church, 
little is done to keep them or to help them transition from single life to marriage. They just get 
placed in the adult category. Couples rarely begin attending church after a wedding if they have 
not been doing so. The next best window following a wedding is perhaps the birth of a child, if 
they desire a dedication or baptismal service. If the church does not help couples who already 
attend to make the transition, they tend to drift off. Churches need to be open to couples getting 
married and help them with the life transition process following the wedding. 
Assimilation 
The process of discipleship needs to continue after the wedding. Johnson suggests that 
churches “miss the window of opportunity provided by newlyweds by assuming they are 
committed members and simply assimilate them into a young adult class in Sunday School or 
inviting them into worship service.”51 The author suggests the assimilation process should be 
more attentive and event-based rather than age based. That it is not an assimilation of two 
people, but assimilation as a couple. While churches pour resources into premarital counseling, 
more attention needs to be given to post marital counseling and “the integrating of couples into 
                                                                
51 Johnson,  100. 
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the church’s young married ministry.”52 Marriage to the author seems to be a completion of 
adolescence. The movement from selfish to selfless is a difficult one and not always achieved. 
For a person to gain the idea that something (i.e. church) is good for the both of them is a 
difficult achievement in a relationship. “Some couples never make the transition.”53 Johnson 
looks at various newlywed ministries. He specifically draws on adult church groups which he 
labels as transforming communities. “A unique aspect of newlywed ministries is the ability to 
connect with couples while they are forming their marital relationship. If couples are courted and 
welcomed during the time they are engaged to be married, they are more likely to complete the 
transition into the newlywed group after the wedding. If newlyweds have built relationships with 
other couples, they are more likely to be regular in their attendance and eventually begin 
supporting the church financially as well.”54 
How to Reach Your Community through Weddings: 7 Steps 
Stetzer and Dodson speak clearly about reaching a community. They charge, “As you 
survey your community, either formally or informally, you’ll probably discover some 
community needs that aren’t being met. By starting a particular ministry to meet one of those 
needs, you will not only help your community, but you will build relationships with unreached 
people who have those particular needs.”55 It is at this point; the church must respond and do 
what needs to be done.  
A church with a desire to reach into their community requires a plan. Reaching the 
community through weddings requires seven steps from the pastor. The first step is to perform a 
                                                                
52 Ibid., 101. 
53 Ibid., 102. 
54 Ibid., 106.  
55 Stetzer and Dodson, 112. 
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self-check. The benefits of doing weddings are tremendous. There are very few opportunities for 
a local pastor to be in front of 150 people who do not attend his church. One of the most 
powerful and fruitful moments happens when someone besides the couple comes and pays a 
compliment to the pastor after the ceremony, and the pastor can simply respond by asking, 
“Where is your church?” There is a flip-side to performing weddings. Rehearsals and giving up 
time on weekends and during the counseling process are all part of the time commitment 
required of the pastor. There are some who do not even consider the “should or should not” of 
engaging weddings, they simply do not like them. So before going any further, there needs to be 
an interest and passion for weddings. 
 As noted earlier, the pastor needs to make sure he or she is mentally and spiritually 
healthy personally before engaging in this or any counseling situation.56 If the pastor is not 
healthy and maintaining healthy relationships, it will be difficult to speak to the engaged couple. 
Counseling others most often turn into counseling of self. The things a counselor tunes into 
always resonate with what the counselor is experiencing in his or her life. So the pastor has to be 
healthy. 
 The second step is a church check. There needs to be a conversation on many fronts. A 
traditional church setting may only see a handful of weddings every year. A larger congregation 
or multi-site situation may see more, but may also have the staff to spread the workload around. 
The pastor needs to discuss how adding more weddings would look in the church’s particular 
context. It is not in addition to his pastoral role; it is an integral part of the pastoral role. It is a 
way to model evangelism for the church. But the church needs to be clear and hold the same 
passion. Scazerro stresses that there needs to be a strategy following the process of getting 
                                                                
56 See Scazzero. 
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healthy. He finds, “in emotionally healthy churches, people intentionally follow the model of 
Jesus. They focus on loving well, recognizing that the indispensable mark of spiritual maturity is 
not about recognition, numbers, spiritual gifts, or biblical knowledge. The essence of a genuine 
spiritual life is to love—God, ourselves, and others.”57  
 The third step is a policy discussion on a personal level and a church level. There may 
need to be a discussion of church by-laws and rules for weddings. The pastor is asking how to 
open the doors of the church instead of keeping them closed. There are philosophical 
discussions, but there are also practical discussions as well. Sanctuary, kitchen, fellowship hall 
and general facility issues will arise. This is not something that moves quickly. 
 The fourth step is hanging the shingle outside the door. A basic business principle is 
simply showing people you are open for business. Words like marketing, advertising and 
networking might sound foreign to a church, but they are necessary. How does the pastor or the 
church show availability to people? How does the church show themselves as a potential venue? 
Once policies and strategies have been worked out, the church needs to step out in a public way. 
Here are some practical suggestions: 
1. Place something on the church website about weddings and premarital counseling. In the 
same way, one would invite people to events or ministries at the church. Go through the 
practical steps of putting things on Google and Facebook. Place pictures of the 
ceremonies (both in the church and off-site) on the website. 
2. The pastor can introduce himself to local wedding venues, vendors, and wedding 
coordinators. One of the simplest things to do is give a stack of cards to a coordinator and 
ask them to call if they come across a couple that needs a minister. Over time, there are 
                                                                
57 Ibid., 180.  
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relationships that grow with these people as well. They appreciate stress-free wedding 
days and ministers who say something meaningful. These can often lead to evangelistic 
situations or the couple attending your church. 
3. Leave church business cards out after the ceremony.  
4. Speak to attendees after the ceremony. It may be impractical to stay for the reception, but 
there should be some time to speak with people after the ceremony for a few minutes. 
5. Talk about the wedding on Sunday. Tell stories in messages, meetings, newsletters and 
small groups about things that happened at the wedding the day before. Sometimes they 
can be humorous, but often they can be heartfelt and transformative. 
6. Place a listing on a wedding website.58 A pastor can list himself as an individual, and the 
church can have a separate listing as a venue. Often the request for venue ends up with a 
request for a minister. As mentioned above, the church must work out policies that honor 
who they are but also embrace this new approach. 
 The fifth step is premarital counseling. This is the most important part of the process. 
Many times, the pastor is introducing concepts that are completely foreign. As they work through 
assessments and curriculum, there are often breakthroughs. Some couples are reluctant to discuss 
the relationship or want to appear like there are no issues. But as the pastor works through family 
history, relationship history, finances, and conflict resolution, the hope is that the conversation 
will grow and develop. When discussing cohabitation, the approach the researcher has taken is to 
inform and challenge. The information is put in front of the couple, and they can digest it. What 
affects do cohabitation have on marriage? What does it say about commitment? What are the 
benefits of living separately before the wedding? Each of these is addressed and framed in the 
                                                                
58 www.theknot.com, www.weddingwire.com, and www.bride.com are simple places to begin. 
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context of love and the desire the pastor has for the couple to have the best relationship possible. 
The pastor then challenges them to consider it at the end of the first session. This issue does not 
keep him from continuing the pastoral or professional relationship, nor does it rise above the 
clear message of the gospel.  
 The sixth step is to provide a great wedding experience. Enjoy the time with the couple, 
their family, and friends. The wedding focuses on the couple, but the message can be 
evangelistic in nature. The minister is declaring a theological truth. “What is happening before 
us, points to what God has already done for us.” 
 The seventh step is follow up with the couple. This is active and intentional. Allowing 
time for the honeymoon phase and transition back to normal schedules is important. But the 
invitation from the pastor is to continue the journey that was started during the premarital phase. 
The couple can quickly realize that nothing magical happened during the ceremony. ‘The person 
I was engaged to, is the same person I am now married to.' Just a few months after the wedding 
is a good time to step back into the conversation with the couple. 
 Following these steps will open up a whole new chapter in the ministry of the pastor and 
the life of the church. The church will be able to watch the growth of families from engagement 
to wedding to participating couples in the life of the church. 
Conclusions 
As stated earlier, the Bible begins with a wedding and ends with a marriage. The whole 
story of God is bookended by the scene of a Bride and Groom at a wedding. The summary of 
God’s redemptive actions is played out in the metaphor of a wedding banquet.59 Eldredge 
                                                                
59 Barclay notes, “That picture stands for the final union between Jesus Christ and his church. R.H. Charles 
finely says that that the marriage symbolism ‘denotes the intimate and indissoluble communion of Christ with the 
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suggests, “Here is the story that God is telling, the story that will explain our lives, the story in 
which all other stories find their meaning.”60 The book of Revelation unfolds a tremendous scene 
in its closing pages: 
Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like 
loud peals of thunder, shouting: “Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us 
rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his 
bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear.” (Fine 
linen stands for the righteous acts of God’s holy people.) Then the angel said to me, 
“Write this: Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!” 
(Revelation 19:6-9) 
 Then I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven and the first earth had 
passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her 
husband. (Revelation 21:1-2) 
Eldredge observed earlier that the story of the Bible begins with a marriage, “Now flip to the end 
of the story. The epic tale reaches its climax with the end of the world as we know it. After the 
white horse and its rider appear, after the legendary battle of Armageddon, as the whole creation 
reaches its denouement, suddenly we find a marriage.”61 This project has tried to show that the 
concept of marriage is at the heart of God’s plan and purpose. It is this story of the glorious 
wedding that should drive our evangelism. It is also in the beauty and power of a wedding day 
that people are most open to hearing the good news of this story. 
                                                                
community which he purchased with his own blood.’” William Barclay, The Revelation of John (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1976), 172.  
60 Eldredge and Eldredge, 24-25. 
61 Ibid., 25. Eldredge continues, “In some sense marriage is the Kingdom of God, the purpose which God 
has been fighting lo these many ages—the marriage of Christ and his church, that is. All other marriages end here 
for God will be united with his people.” 26. 
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Summary and Purpose 
The church is shrinking, and the institute of marriage is suffering. The pastor and the 
local church have the charge and the opportunity to affect both of these statements. In looking at 
the national statistics and examining the attitudes of pastors and couples closely, we now see the 
benefit for pastors and churches to evangelistically engage couples both in marriage preparation 
and serving them on the wedding day. Couples are more open at this point in their adult lives 
than perhaps at any other point. This project sought to discover the guiding rubric for ministers 
as they approach weddings for couples who are not members of their congregations. The project 
also sought to discover the attitudes of couples who in their premarital situation sought the 
services of a minister but not engage with the church. Methods and strategies were developed to 
allow ministers to make marriage evangelism a focus of their church’s attention. The goal of this 
project was to develop an evangelistic approach to weddings in general. 
Chapter 1 summarized the objective and the basis of the paper, the researcher’s personal 
journey and theology as it related to ministry to couples. Chapter 2 discussed the current state of 
marriage and divorce. An overview of premarital counseling was provided as well as the issues 
facing pre-married couples and how the church has intersected with these issues to date. The 
project looked quantitatively at national marital, counseling, and divorce statistics. The 
researcher makes the argument that a marriage outside of the church without premarital 
counseling has the highest risk for divorce and should be the target of new evangelistic efforts. 
Chapter 3 served as the research chapter. Qualitatively, thirty-eight ministers were surveyed 
about their practices, policies, and beliefs concerning weddings and premarital counseling. 
Thirty-eight couples were also interviewed concerning their experiences leading up to their 
wedding. Chapter 4 developed an evangelistic approach for churches trying to reach pre-married 
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couples. The researcher used a Journey Church example to provide steps for churches to provide 
a better evangelistic experience for pre-married couples.  
Research Implications 
 
The implications can have an incredible impact on both churches and individual 
marriages. If the church can see young couples entering back into church life at the beginning of 
their marriages, it can potentially revival-type growth. The churches that are suffering decline are 
usually poor practitioners of evangelism to begin with. To focus evangelistic efforts on this 
specific window would bring huge dividends to the local church. Stetzer stresses the importance 
of being missional:  
The wrong question is whether your church is “traditional” or “contemporary” and which 
is better. The real issue is whether your church is biblically faithful, acting as the 
presence of Christ in the community at large, able to relate Christ to people in culture, 
and is on mission. In short, is your church “missional”?62 
If the church can impact families in a positive way, the results can be exponential and 
generational. On the low end of the surveys, pastors were conducting about 100 weddings. That 
is 200 individuals. Adding the potential of children makes the impact even greater. The social 
impact would be tremendous as well because in stemming the tide of divorce in this country and 
helping marriages thrive will help culture as a whole. To minister to these couples would allow 
churches to fulfill the Great Commission in an incredible way. To see families added to the 
church would turn back the trends that are plaguing many dying churches today. 
Further Research 
There are a number of areas that this project can inspire further research: 
                                                                
62 Stetzer and Dodson, 4. 
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1. Counseling. This study focused on premarital couples; other studies could look at the impact 
for the church to step into the counseling realm, offering counseling to couples who do not 
attend church. While many insurance plans now include counseling in their coverages, there 
is still room for churches to offer interventions and counseling services that incorporate a 
spiritual component. 
2. Funerals. This study focuses on weddings and the openness of individuals during the time of 
a wedding. Another open window is to provide pastoral care to families during a funeral, 
even if they are not currently members. Many times, families or individuals are not sure 
where to turn. There is often embarrassment or doubt in speaking to the minister, especially 
if faced with the possibility that the deceased loved one may have been unsure of his or her 
future in eternity. While the minister needs to be careful about what is said to the family, the 
focus can be on providing good pastoral care to the family left behind. Studies can be done to 
show the effect of strategic evangelism to families through funerals, providing bereavement 
support groups, opening the church for funeral services, for example. 
3. Divorced People. This study focuses on pre-married couples preparing for marriage for the 
first time. More research must be done on the church when stepping into the lives of couples 
looking to remarry. Providing strong pastoral care and counseling to those coming out of 
divorce will help them forgive and take ownership of their issues. People often need 
guidance and direction before entering a new relationship too soon.  
4. Reconciliation. Along with divorce, studies can be directed at how churches possibly can 
restore broken relationships. The church needs to take the divorce situations seriously and 
minister at each stage. Wisdom and compassion should be sought instead of stances or 
theological positions. Each person needs wisdom and counsel at each stage, whether it is a 
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strong marriage, suffering marriage, separation, divorce, reconciliation, second marriage, or a 
choice to remain single. The church needs to be a place that can minister to each person.  
Epilogue 
God begins His work in a garden with a marriage. Jesus begins his ministry at a wedding. 
The final scenes of this world culminate in a grand wedding banquet. The wedding is an 
incredibly important event in scripture, and it needs to be an important part of the mission of the 
church. It is the hope of this project that the charge to care for pre-married couples is taken 
seriously. It is also the hope that this project makes that goal attainable. In addition, it is always 
the continued hope that the church can have a role in making marriages stronger to reflect God’s 
purpose and design. 
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Appendix 2: Full Couple Survey 
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